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Abstract
This dissertation explores the idea of electronica as a descendent of electronic dance 
music, which, although embodying many related aesthetic qualities, operates within a 
different set of musical values. This needs to be understood in the context of how dance 
music's character, form and modes of performance relate to its specific cultural function.
Repetitive beats (as espoused by house and techno in particular) comprise part of 
the cultural experience of rave. In combination with drug technologies and an ethos of 
collectivity, rave encapsulates a set of political phenomena that are entrenched within the 
formal and textural priorities of dance music. I discuss how modes of reception are 
affected by changes in these priorities, and to what extent post-dance music neglects the 
physicality that defines the political dimension of dance music's relationship to the body. 
In the context of these ideological tensions, I explore rave as a site of resistance in 
addition to manifestations of power and control as they operate within rave practice itself.
Techno's endemic futurism manifests itself in conspicuously synthetic musical 
qualities; this legacy has been crucial in forming electronica's aesthetic. An enquiry into 
how technology's relationship with the body changes with post-dance music is essential 
to gaining insight into electronic music's changing status. These issues inform the debate 
concerning the validity and function of electronica: deconstructive perpetuation of dance 
music's refusal of patriarchal discourse, or disconnected from the intuitive physicality that 
brings meaning to repetitive beats?
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Compositions
Composition Methodology
This section will address my working methods as a composer. I will provide a brief 
overview of what equipment I used and how I integrated it into my working practice. The 
submissions are all recordings that have been arranged and produced in the electronic 
domain. I have not submitted scores as the music falls outside traditional instrumentation 
and the process of composing consists of negotiating timbré, texture and groove as they 
emerge from playing with sound itself rather than representations of sound on a stave or 
graphic score. A score would be of little help to anyone who wishes to recreate or 
rearrange the music, as character and flow is embedded within sound and the way it 
changes over time.
I drew sounds from many different sources. These took the form of (amongst 
others): synthesiser patches/computer generated sound, individual drum samples, location 
and instrumental recordings, and material sampled from cassettes, records and CDs. 
Although there are rich creative possibilities in assembling and arranging recognisable 
samples of other people's music, this is not the approach I have taken. I have not sampled 
any beats or rhythms, but tuned samples do comprise a tiny proportion of my material, 
and have proved to be a valuable source of harmonic direction. I tended to chop up these 
samples and subject them to processes that render them unrecognisable. The exception to 
this is speech. I involve spoken word frequently throughout the portfolio and have 
extracted chunks of speech from old audio books, radio and the Internet. Identifiable 
passages in the Final Suite were taken from Gerrard Hoffhung's A Last Encore [Hoffhung 
1989], and a BBC adaptation of Anthony Burgess' A Clockwork Orange [Burgess 1998]. 
Identifiable passages that can be heard in the Social Care Suite have been taken from
excerpts of Garrison Keillor's Radio Show [Keillor 1990]. The significance is not in what 
is said, but the timbre and intonation.
My working method varies, but it can be summarised as a division into 
creating/capturing sound, and arranging it. The first of these involves many different 
processes, from making traditional recordings to generating sounds in software synthesis 
programmes. The arranging however was nearly all carried out in Logic Audio. Logic 
proved to be the most creative and flexible tool to perform this task. I recorded or 
imported sound into the software and used it as an open canvas on which to move audio 
around, rather than as a track by track recording programme. I sequenced beats and 
rhythms almost entirely in Logic. Other bits of software that played important roles were 
Native Instruments' 'Kontact' (sampler), 'Battery' (rhythm module) 'Absynth', 'FM8' and 
'Massive' (modular synthesisers) and the 'Akoustic Piano' module. I also used the 
granular software synthesisers 'Audiomulch' and 'Crusher-X' to generate large chunks of 
audio before bringing them into Logic. In terms of hardware, I used an Apple Mac to run 
all the software apart from 'Audiomulch' and 'Crusher-X' which were on a PC. I also had 
access to (and used regularly) an 'Emu ESi 4000' hardware sampler, a 'Novation 
Supernova IP synthesiser (which includes a fantastic vocoder), and 'Moog Rogue' and 
'Roland Juno 60' pre-MIDI synthesisers. I tried not to let these resources determine the 
way I worked or allow my compositions to be characterised by certain technologies, but 
at the same time to establish familiar working methods that allowed experimentation and 
flow.
Commentaries
Beneath are short introductions to each suite. The main text examines in detail the issues 
associated with understanding post-dance music and my compositions should be 
approached in relation to that discussion. My intention here is to provide the listener with 
some insight into how each suite came about and each one’s focus. They provide 
background information on some of the artistic ideas being addressed and aspects of the 
creative decision-making. I refer to tracks as 'pieces' in the 'Thatcher Suite' and 'English 
Country Dances' whereas they are called 'segments' in the 'Social Care Suite' and 'Final 
Suite'.
The Thatcher Suite
This suite, the first to be composed, explores how some of the sounds and idioms 
connected with electronic dance music work outside the structure of repetitive beats. 
Although each piece is independent of the other, and their order is arbitrary and flexible 
(as are the designation of titles to each part), they are tied together by a common 
approach to consistency and colour and through the work’s conceptual frame. Each piece 
takes its name from a word that has been used to describe Margaret Thatcher. Having 
grown up in the 1980s, I heard many descriptions of Margaret Thatcher in the media that 
I found difficult to reconcile with her physical image. 'Babyeater', 'Milksnatcher' [BBC 
2008] and 'Iron Lady' [Mount 2008] were terms that I could only grasp later in life and 
prior to that, caused me a great deal of imaginative confusion. Using the name 'Thatcher' 
as a title sets an unavoidable political tone which may preface the pieces, however it is
not my intention to make any explicit political statement through this music. I am more 
interested in using the words (and my childhood associations) as a starting point from 
which to create the soundworlds that characterise the suite.
Social Care Suite
This suite was written whilst working as a residential social worker with young offenders. 
It has a very definite sense of linearity as segments are designed to merge into each other 
in a specified order with an intentionally fixed narrative running through the suite. The 
different segments are named after different bits of paperwork that related to specific 
incidents that typically took place during the lives of the residents. As a worker there I 
was able to observe the same patterns across their lives and associate them with the 
various bits of paperwork I filled in, that characterised my time there. Out of this and in 
relation to my experiences I found the artistic direction for this piece. Having not 
previously written a longer piece of music with a clearly defined narrative, I used the 
names and the order in which they came to forge thematic material into a larger structure. 
The suite is based around playing with textures and occasionally forming harmonic 
material out of incidental melodic shapes that emerged from them. As a consequence, this 
suite has more pitched material than the rest of the portfolio.
English Country Dances
Critique is one of the main themes in my work and strands of it are apparent throughout 
the portfolio. This suite is slightly different in that it directly comments on three genres of 
electronic dance music: house, techno and drum'n'bass (from which they also take their
titles). Rather than broadly deconstructing repetitive beats, these three pieces focus more 
specifically on what makes each genre function and how they generate meaning and 
effect. These pieces can be understood as pastiche in the ways they uncover, emphasise 
and distort the characteristics that define each genre. For example 'Techno' looks at the 
primacy of pulse by shifting the emphasis to different parts of the bar before establishing 
it as the sole component of the music. 'House' plays on the simplicity of composing with 
loops and consists entirely of a two bar figure repeated, edited and processed in ways that 
interrupt the groove. 'Drum'n'Bass' playfully comments on the complexity characteristic 
of the genre: multiple drum patterns are layered and mis-aligned as the piece progresses 
as an allusion to the intricacy and detail that drum'n'bass artists typically pack into their 
work.
The Final Suite
As the name suggests, this was the last suite to be written and as such collects together 
themes visited in the previous three. The whole portfolio is informed by the ideas covered 
in the dissertation of this submission, but the 'Final Suite' represents the culmination of 
pulling the theoretical threads together and exploring them musically. I was interested in 
exploring beat and groove as musical elements that propel the segment using both 
repetition, and fracturing different rhythmic themes. It is sustained by beat-orientated 
textures that are woven into a variable and changing structure. Like 'Social Care' this 
suite consists of a number of segments that merge into the next, however the order of 
playback is arbitrary and flexible (as with ‘The Thatcher Suite’). This can be achieved 
using software such as iTunes to randomise playback with the crossfade setting set to
maximum. This approach could be adopted with any collection of tracks but I composed 
these segments specifically so they could be discreetly crossfaded.
Track List
CD One: The Thatcher Suite
• Milksnatcher
• Iron Lady
• Babyeater 
(in any order)
CD Two: The Social Care Suite
1. Referral 1
2. Referral 2
3. Admission
4. Mis_per
5. Restraint
6. Disclosure
7. Contact
CD Three: English Country Dances
1. Drum'n'Bass
2. Techno
3. House
CD Four: The Final Suite
Eight Tracks 
(in any order)
Dissertation
Introduction
The written part of this submission has a broader objective than serving as an extended 
commentary on my compositions. Short commentaries are provided separately as a 
means of introducing the listener to each of the suites, and compositional strategies are 
discussed in the conclusion. Rather than producing an account of my portfolio, this text 
looks at the musical and social conditions out of which the music is formed. Researching 
and writing the following chapters has been as much about developing my own 
understanding of my compositional activity, as it is about trying to communicate this to 
the reader/listener.
It is necessary to explain my interpretation and use of certain terms that feature 
prominently in this text. 'Post-dance music' seems like a very broad description and 
drawing conclusions about what this represents is itself a significant part of my thesis. A 
straightforward way to approach this is firstly to understand 'dance music' as an 
abbreviation of 'electronic dance music'. This is also a difficult term to pin down but 
should be seen as music that emerged in the form of 'house' and 'techno' in the U.S during 
the 1980s. Throughout this dissertation, dance music refers to music from a specific 
tradition rather than describing any music to which people can dance.
It is difficult to offer a precise definition of electronic dance music as it has 
evolved into many strains over the last 25 years. Without getting preoccupied 'with the 
names of different variants that are related to house and techno, in the discussion that 
follows 'repetitive beats'^ is used to describe the formal and textural qualities of the type
* Throughout my work I will use the terms 'techno' and 'house' to denote slightly different genres with different roots that both take the 
form of repetitive beats. I also use the term "dance music" to describe house and techno, despite the plethora of sub genres this 
now represents.
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of music that forms the basis of rave^. The cultural experience of rave is at the core of my 
understanding of how dance music works. Rave embodies the idea of music as a physical 
experience that is understood collectively with an underlying ethos of a lack of inhibition 
and abandon, frequently characterised by the use of drug technologies and Ecstasy in 
particular. 'Club-culture' and 'electronic dance music culture' are also terms that usefully 
describe social and cultural practice surrounding dance music, but 'rave' embodies 
indefinable elements of the experience that slot less easily into 'cultural practice'. The 
centrality of ‘raving’ and the primacy of rhythm and beat in dance music locate an 
aesthetic that evinces a physical listening experience. In the following discussion this is 
extended to suggest that repetitious form represents a kind of stability that underpins the 
rave experience. One of the challenges of this project has been to work between a 
functionalist perspective on the one hand, and a cultural-theoretical framework, on the 
other. Rave is an enormously significant cultural phenomenon, which has had an 
enduring social effect. On occasions this has been overstated by social commentators, 
suggesting for example that rave resolved the Northern Ireland conflict or Ecstasy cured 
football hooliganism^ [Reynolds 1998: 404&45]. My intention is not to examine rave 
from a purely sociological perspective, but to make observations about how cultural 
practice is intertwined with the music. This is with a view to exploring some of the routes 
through which techno and house have mutated into forms that no longer subscribe to 
repetition, rhythm and beat, and the implications regarding their continuity of function 
and meaning.
 ^The term rave is frequently related to a very specific era in 1988 and 1989 shortly after repetitive beats first surfaced in the UK. Rave 
was characterised by illegal gatherings o f people, dance music and Ecstasy use. As a formative era in electronic dance music 
culture, rave usefully describes the contemporary experience o f dancing to repetitive beats in an enviroiunent which is defined by 
collective reception and response to the music (frequently with the involvement of various drug technologies).
 ^These views may smack o f hyperbole but they have been expressed and so need to be noted.
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The political subtext of rave is considered from the perspective of both academic 
and more journalistic texts. It operates on a number of levels but is crucially linked to the 
varying contexts it has occupied over the last 20 years. Shortly after its emergence in the 
UK, dance music became a highly lucrative industry but as the social and political 
climate changed, groups of people started to use rave to convey political messages. In 
some quarters it became associated with protest and activism [Rietveld 1998], in others 
rave was the centrepiece of unofficial urban regeneration projects [Maylon 1998], whilst 
in others it literally became a way of life. These are all addressed in more detail. Certain 
key discourses connect the polemic nature of rave (in its different forms) to the formal 
and textural qualities of the music. More specifically, this project ties these strands 
together and applies them to what dance music becomes when the primacy of rhythm, 
beat and repetition is destabilised.
Throughout this work I refer to 'post-dance' as a music that draws on the aesthetic 
legacy of techno and house, with less emphasis on the ftmctional requirements of the 
dance floor. This is also a Teaky’ definition in that many of its key exponents perform in 
similar club and tent dance-spaces to dance music-orientated audiences. Despite 
frequently deviating from the repetitive, rhythmic qualities that sustain dance music's 
essential stability within rave, post-dance draws heavily on the idioms and soundworlds 
that characterise house, techno, drum'n'bass etc. Looking at post-dance and electronica"  ^
from a socio-cultural perspective has revealed the importance of its role within the 
context of rites of passage. Rave and its relationship with drug technologies is a cultural
'Electronica' is another problematic term. It is used variously to describe a range o f categories of electronically orientated music. 
Throughout this text I employ the term more specifically to refer to the same musical phenomenon as post-dance music. Well 
known artists who fit this description include: Aphex Twin, Sguarepusher, Autechre and Black Dog, all o f whom have at one time 
or another been associated with the Warp record label. 'TOM' (Intelligent Dance Music) is another term that is sometimes used to 
describe music by these artists.
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phenomenon which, according to Matthew Collin, consists of a well trodden path that 
leads participants through several stages, from rave/Ecstasy evangelism to 
disillusionment [Collin 1997: 8]. Post-dance could represent the next phase of this cycle, 
validating participants' investment in dance music by bringing to it the notion that it has 
significance beyond repetition, beat and the specific cultural conditions of the rave. 
Conversely, does post-dance misinterpret those musical features that defined dance as a 
collectively experienced social and musical phenomenon? Post-rave might seem like a 
more appropriate description as it represents the cultural as well as musical position of 
electronica, I will, however, maintain a distinction between the music (dance) and the 
experience (rave). Although they are intertwined, it is useful to distinguish between them 
as they have two discretely separate meanings that are explored within the text. The term 
post-rave may also be confusing as it could refer to the period immediately after 1988-89 
which is frequently referred to as the rave era in the UK.
Although a cultural historical approach is necessary to understand music contextually, it 
should be stressed that this is not an ethnographic or historical study of dance music since 
its emergence. I have been deliberately selective in order to establish a critical reflection 
upon issues surrounding the validity of post-dance music: the physicality of sound; 
collective and individual reception; the role of technology; and the role and idea of the 
author. Many of the issues addressed are symptoms of the underlying themes of power 
and control. Above all else, I explore the ways and extent to which post-dance 
perpetuates electronic dance music's challenge to musical and social values, and whether 
or not these are exclusively bound up with the experience of rave.
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Chapter One: Techno and the Body
The purpose of this section is to discuss the idea of the reception of music as a physical 
experience. This is with a view to exploring the relationship between music and the body, 
and how it can be understood in terms of discourses that govern how musical language 
and modes of reception are validated in western culture. Techno is a musical style that 
challenges the status of melody, rhythm and narrative. Examining techno's refusal of 
hierarchies imposed on musical values by accepted discourse lays the foundations for a 
discussion about changing conditions for the reception of post-dance music. This 
perspective reflects Jeremy Gilbert and Ewan Pearson's exploration of dance music, how 
it can be understood as a musical phenomenon, modes of listening and its relationship 
with the body. Their work forms a useful theoretical basis for exploring the status of post­
dance and this chapter will summarise and critique their ideas and assertions.
Rhythm, Texture and the Materiality of Sound
Sound is registered by other parts of the body in addition to the ears. Musical information 
that is relayed to the brain via the ear is complimented by vibrations felt in the feet, legs, 
hands, lungs etc. The reception of music exceeds mental cognition, and social dancing (as 
oppose to choreographed) can be seen as a response to the bodily experience of sound. 
Techno's musical quality privileges grain and texture over melody and harmony; 
foregrounding rhythm, beat and bass. Repetition and static musical form characterises 
individual records, which are arranged by a DJ into larger structures that consist of cycles 
of climaxes and breaks. Techno's emphasis on rhythm and bass perpetuates what Jeremy
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Gilbert and Ewan Pearson describe as: 'the materiality of sound'. [Gilbert and Pearson 
1998: 45]
As a recorded medium, techno relies on a PA or sound system for performance. 
Consequently it is played at loud amplitudes ensuring that anyone in the vicinity has a 
heightened bodily awareness of tempo, rhythm and bass. Techno generally eschews the 
curvaceous-ness of house music in favour of a more jagged, mechanical quality. The 
rhythmic thrust is typically marked by a bass drum pulse. Bass lines sometimes comprise 
discernible changes in pitch but are frequently just additional low frequency rhythmic 
material. In summary, techno's musical components are customised to exploit modes of 
listening that are additional to the ear and therefore elicit a physical, embodied 
interpretation of sound. Empirically, high amplitudes and low frequencies (particularly 
those with sharp attack envelopes such as kick/bass drums) result in high sound pressure 
levels that are much more discernable by other parts of the human body (as well as the 
ear). But in addition to the empiricism of physics, we need to consider our cultural 
understanding of how music and musical features relate to the body.
Musics cannot be universally categorised as either 'physical' or 'intellectual' in 
nature. Using discourse to understand musical genres as an integration of musical and 
social context helps to refute perceived divisions between physical materiality and 
consciousness. This is discussed by Robert Walser who asserts that by understanding 
music as discourse: 'it is possible to specify certain formal characteristics of genres but 
also a range of understandings shared by musicians and fans concerning the interpretation 
of these characteristics' [Gilbert and Pearson 1998: 51]. The interpretive nature of 
musical characteristics needs to be understood as an integrated experience. Sound is
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received and processed through a complex of intellectual (social) and bodily (material) 
sensations, all of which are understood through inseparably physical and discursively 
constructed experiences. Music theorist John Shepherd considers individual awareness of 
sound in terms of internal experiences perpetually in motion with the external world of 
shared behaviour. He talks about the sociality of music as a single dimension of: 
'sound/music as a site of exchange, a shifting boundary between the "inner" and the 
"outer"'[Gilbert and Pearson 1998: 59].
Eric Clarke takes a holistic approach to the human experience of music and 
sound. Rather than seeking to explain responses to sound as physical, cultural, 
psychological or intellectual, he proposes an 'ecological' approach which is characterised 
as such because it: 'takes as its central principle the relationship between a perceiver and 
its environment', [Clarke 2005: 5]. He sees music as a fundamentally perceptual 
experience which should be understood as a mutualism between environment and 
listener. The ecological approach attempts to highlight the shortcomings of taking 
empirical, psychological or sociological interpretations of musical experience in isolation. 
Clarke uses a simplified version of the information-processing approach as a starting 
point from which to introduce a perceptual model for understanding the reception of 
music. He summarises the cognitive process in a flow chart with physical (acoustics or 
sounds in the environment) at the bottom and mental/social/cultural (aesthetic value and 
meaning) at the top [Clarke 2005: 13]. He points out that information can also be 
received with mental/social/cultural as the first stage of the process. Although this is by 
no means the foundation of his ecological model, it illustrates the problem of dividing 
physical and intellectual modes of listening.
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The information-processing model regards 'physical' and 'mental' as two 
interchangeable stages of listening. This makes the idea of'physical listening' problematic 
by undermining the assertion that beat, bass and transient rhythmic figures espouses the 
'materiality' of sound as suggested by Gilbert and Pearson. It is therefore important to 
treat the term 'materiality' carefully when discussing music and sound. The crucial point 
is not to treat physical and intellectual experience of sound as separate and distinct, but as 
elements of our perception of sound. Our bodily experience of music varies depending on 
the frequency and amplitude of the vibrations that we feel in our legs, feet and bowels. 
Without trying to explain how we understand music, we know that we sense sound 
pressure levels through the rest of our bodies as well as our ears and that certain types of 
sound are more perceivable in this way. Bass sounds consist of low frequencies (which 
oscillate more slowly and require more energy to amplify), the thump of a kick drum or 
any sharp transient sound with a high amplitude and low frequency content will vibrate 
body tissue. Electronic dance music is based on electronically generated kick drum and 
bass sounds that are compressed, equalised and processed to bring out the frequencies 
and attack envelopes that can be felt throughout the body. This is the intention of record 
producers when they construct tracks and DJs when they select records and adjust tone 
controls.
Throughout this thesis I will refer to physical and material approaches to sound 
and composition. In doing so I am not asserting that some musical forms should be 
universally understood by the listener as more or less physical than others, but I am aware 
that part of the perceptual experience of sound is 'feeling' vibrations throughout the body 
and music can be moulded to accentuate that part of the experience. I am not suggesting
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that the physicality of sound plays the same role in musical meaning, house music may 
make one person dance and another leave the room, as could a Viennese Waltz. The next 
section will explore one perspective on how perceptions of musical meaning have been 
shaped by sound and its relationship with the body.
Metaphysical Discourse
To understand the significance of music foregrounding a physical listening experience, it 
is necessary to look historically at how value has been ascribed to different musical 
qualities. Gilbert and Pearson suggest that the way musical form and consistency has 
historically been prioritised provides insight into how music's political relationship with 
the body is viewed within western culture. They address music that accentuates the 
physicality of sound as they suggest the great canon of European philosophy (solidified 
by 19th century German Idealism), dominates musicological discourse. They argue that 
music that affects us in ways that (perceivably) transcend reason and contemplation, has 
been consistently regarded with suspicion by philosophers from as early as Plato, to 
Rousseau, Kant, and latterly Adorno [Gilbert and Pearson 1998]. They go on to say that 
classical music discourse privileges musical values that have become associated with 
reason and intellectuality, at the expense of those that are associated with physicality and 
the visceral. This extends to the elevation of musical forms and textures that are identified 
with interiority and ideality, over those connected to exteriority and the body. This 
manifests itself in a fetishisation of melody over non-melodic rhythmic textures, theme 
and linearity over polyphony, and narrative over non-narrative musical structure. The 
great canon of Classical composers are seen by Kant and Rousseau as standard bearers
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whose musical priorities have become ingrained within the western understanding of 
musical validity.
The suggestion that melody is elevated over rhythm raises questions about how 
the two can be divided. Melodic lines generally flow because of the rhythmic effect of 
changing or repeating notes and varying note lengths. It is misleading to suggest that 
melody exists separately and distinctly from rhythm. The assertion that melody is 
prioritised over rhythm by dominant western thought needs to be treated carefully and 
understood as a more general symptom of rhythmic (as in non^pitched) thematic material 
representing less musical or cultural value. The main point that Gilbert and Pearson are 
trying to make is that a certain set of musical terms including melody and narrative were 
subtly elevated (by figures who have shaped dominant discourse in western culture) at the 
expense of others such as repetition and non-melodic thematic material. Their argument 
is that although in different forms, the residue of this value system still effects how value 
is attributed to music (I will discuss examples of this and offer critique later in this 
section). They also identify historical moments in which the status of music was altered, 
internalising it as an experience and depreciating its relationship with dance. Until 
recently musicological discourse has explored meaning through musical elements that are 
perceivably connected to the intellectual (at the expense of the physical) experience of 
music. Techno is a direct affront to many of the features identified as validating music as 
an intellectual and therefore authoritative experience.
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Narrative, Otherness and the Masculine Body
Musical narrative has been explored in feminist discourse with particular attention paid to 
music's relationship with the gendered body. Musicologist Susan McClary suggests that 
much of the: 'narrative structure[....]in post-Renaissance western music are fundamental 
elements of patriarchal discourse' [Gilbert and Pearson 1998: 88]. Suppression of timbre 
and rhythm within musical structure also points towards phallocentrism in classical 
music with single melodic lines elevated over polyphony. This singularity bears an 
'isomorphic relationship with the masculine body' [Gilbert and Pearson 1998: 89]. 
McClary identifies the organisation of Classical concert music around the fabricated need 
to move towards a cadence. She likens the cadence to an erotic climax, which she sees 
not only as reaffirming the authority and normality of the masculine body, but 
subjugating the feminine body to a projection of erotic pleasure [McClary 1991]. 
Following McClary's logic leads us to regard texture and rhythm as feminine musical 
traits. McClary sees 'feminine' and 'masculine' attributions in music as having a symbiotic 
relationship, but exteriority/materiality (femininity) is subordinated to 
interiority/intellectuality (masculinity).
By assembling different strands of their thesis, Gilbert and Pearson identify a 
thread of continuity through which the canon of European Classical composers share a set 
o f abstract values which have latterly demarcated rock as the dominant form of late 20^  ^
century music. In the case of rock this is not defined by elevation of melody over rhythm, 
but what they see as a set of musical terms that create an impression of physical power 
and masculine authority. These crucially result from patriarchal discourse's suppression 
of the other:
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'this tends to involve the valorization of a series of related terms -  reason, self presence, 
the mind, masculinity, sight, individuality and so forth -  at the expense of their 
"opposites" -  irrationality, diffidence, the body, femininity, touch and hearing, sociality, 
and so forth' [Gilbert and Pearson 1998: 56].
Whilst it is easy to attach masculinity, power and phallocentric imagery to white, male 
dominated rock traditions, it is not always helpful. One criticism of this part of Gilbert 
and Pearson's thesis is that their discussion can seem deterministic, fixing broad 
assumptions to entire musical traditions without recourse to the pluralism of the genre. 
Rock in the early 1990s saw the emergence of artists who questioned the bond between 
power and masculinity. The bands Hole and L7 were fi*onted by females who were not 
imitating males, but explicitly pushing an agenda that espoused non-male constructions 
of dominance and self-presence. These artists did not dramatically depart from the 
musical language of the rock music of that era, but they still demonstrated that notions of 
masculine authority were not as deeply embedded in the genre as might first appear. 
Another example of how masculinity/rock hegemony was questioned can be found in 
figures such as David Bowie, Freddie Mercury and Placebo vocalist Brian Molko. These 
are rock musicians who dislodged traditional constructions of fi*ont-man masculinity by 
allowing sexuality and gender fluidity to inform their recordings and performances.
Gilbert and Pearson's ideas about how musical form and texture can be 
understood within different musics as a symptom of metaphysical discourse, has been a 
useful perspective through which to understand electronic dance music's position in
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contemporary culture. However, if their analysis of how musical features relate to their 
argument (i.e. melody being valued over beats and rhythms) is not handled carefully, the 
result can sound like a set of rules that are applied to determine how 'subversive' or 
'conformist' the music is relative to dominant patriarchal discourse. This is demonstrated 
to some extent by Rosa Reitsamer in her essay Black Culture, White Nature [Reitsamer 
Black Culture, White Nature^ She cites McClary in a discussion about white, male rock 
and pop hegemony, suggesting that ethnicity plays an important role in attributing 
metaphysical values to rhythm and harmony. However, by linking Afro-diasporic 
rhythmic traditions to hip hop, techno and house music, she attempts to similarly align 
rock and pop songs with western Classical music. In doing so she ignores crucial 
elements of the heritage of each genre and their emergence from a complex of black and 
white musical traditions. Nonetheless, she has touched upon a sense that European 
patriarchal discourse's suppression of materiality could residually pertain to ethnic 
otherness as well as gender.
The treatment of otherness within musical texts can be traced back through post­
colonial discourse and bears striking similarities to the musical priorities of dance music. 
Features such as overtly percussive orchestration, ostinato and repetition have been used 
to depict the orient in western art music. Edward Said identifies binarisms in colonial 
discourse [Said 1988] along similar lines to those discussed by Gilbert and Pearson in 
relation to musical form and character. In addition to a feminized and embodied Orient, 
Said suggests that there are undertones of heathenism, exoticism and irrationality that 
need to be policed and controlled by a rational, masculinised west. These binarisms are 
examined in a musicological context by Ralph P Locke as he looks at how oriental
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characters are depicted and represented within the musical text of Saint-Saens's Samson 
et Dalila. Locke isolates passages where ostinato is used to clearly delineate the oriental 
other and in this instance attach it to rhythmic, bodily pleasure:
'Philistine princes and maidens prolong their debauched revels beyond daybreak, urged 
on by hypnotic rhythms in the castanets, timpani and low strings (notably an 
asymmetrical ostinato...)' [Locke: 1998: 165]
Not only is the idea of stasis/static form in contrast to the teleological approach to 
musical narrative through which the west is depicted, it also alludes to the physical, 
embodied other. This serves as an example of how notions of intellectual and 
physical/self and other, are not only embedded in, but have been acknowledged by 
western art music and the Bacchanale^ in particular [Kennedy 1994: 124]. Musical 
features that represent the other in this tradition (rhythm, repetition and the visceral) 
reflect core characteristics of electronic dance music. This also compounds metaphysical 
suspicion of musics that are defined by these qualities as they have been attached to and 
associated with otherness, which is crucially an embodied otherness.
Rhythm and repetition cannot simply be understood as residual components of 
'black' music (as Rosa Reitsamer implies) but more as having come to represent a western 
patriarchal construction of otherness. Whereas electronic dance music emerged from a 
mix of black, white, American and European musical traditions, its orientation around 
beat and bass position it within a value system that is consistent with the treatment of 
thematic and textural material by Saint-Saëns and other European composers. The point
 ^Of which Samson et Dalila is a definitive example along with Wagner's Tannhauser.
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that Gilbert and Pearson are keen to make is that this value system privileges musics that 
have been validated by their alignment with a set of metaphysical priorities that 
ultimately suppress the physical experience of music. This underpins subsequent 
discussion about how the bodily experience of music is understood in not only in relation 
to musical expression but also to power, control and authorship.
Post-Humanism, Power and the DJ
Early techno producers in Detroit were influenced by the music of Parliament- 
Funkadelic and in particular George Clinton who led the project. Clinton's use of science 
fiction imagery was compounded by the influence of Kraftwerk's part man, part machine 
robot personae. (Kraftwerk's musical impact on Detroit techno will be discussed in the 
next chapter). The idea of being 'plugged in' to a kind of technological mainfi*ame was a 
defining feature of early techno. This threaded through house and techno as their 
aesthetics were modified to fit the European drug/dance synergy. The perception of a 
faceless composer as a mini god, intuitively controlling machines as extensions of his/her 
body has post-human overtones. Control features as part of a fantasy of integrating with 
machines, using the music as an interface rather than submitting to an all-powerful 
DJ/producer figure. This is not universal in electronic dance music, audience response to 
the authority of DJ/producer comprises a continuum of power relations (which will be 
discussed in the section on authorship). Science fiction imagery is integrated with 
techno's futuristic sensuality to disconnect the music from its authorial bind. The 
producer and (during performance) the DJ's role, is to take control of rhythm, beat and 
timbre which are the fabric of the physical experience of participants.
24
Hillegonda Rietveld examines the spectrum of DJ personae from mother figure, 
to shaman “leading his community in and out of identity loss”, to aspiring fiihrer 
[Rietveld 1998: 265]. Dialogue between DJ and audience is a useful way of looking at 
progression in DJ sets (i.e. selection of records and order of play) but dialogue is 
mediated through more than interconnectivity of tracks. The DJ uses physical reflexes to 
affect the immediacy of the performance through tone control, manipulation of tempo and 
cutting between records. Most elements of the performance are calculated by the DJ to 
stimulate movement and tiny hand motions on the part of the DJ translate into 
participants dancing or not dancing. In this sense the DJ's role could be interpreted as 
manipulating and controlling a malleable audience. Conversely, using the DJ/audience 
dialogue model remaps the idea of manipulation, to one of response.
Roland Barthes' borrows the term jouissance from psychoanalytical theory to 
describe the pre-sexual, pre-subjective state when the infant does not differentiate 
between his/her own self/body and that of the mother. Roland Barthes talks of jouissance 
as a thing apart from plaisir which signifies pleasure within a framework that we can 
comprehend through its source; jouissance is pure bliss or rapture which is exterior to its 
origin. John Gill connects jouissance to the dance music/drug experience as an expression 
that articulates the inarticulable. Collective jouissance is the essence of the rave itself but 
demarcates dance culture as transitory and existing in a state of flux. A sense of 
immanence maintains this flux as rave's centre of gravity is constantly shifting between 
moments of rapture, house and techno's musical qualities are adjusted to fit and 
perpetuate the prolongation of moments of rapture. The musical aesthetic determines and 
defines individual and collective experiences of jouissance and are essential to examining
25
power, control and their relationship with pleasure and the body, techno and repetitive 
beats represent a sense of immediacy that is reflected in broader organisational structures, 
which will be examined in more detail in Chapter Three.
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Chapter Two: The Social History of Techno
This chapter serves as an opportunity to highlight significant moments in the history of 
dance music. This is with a view to examining the involvement of metaphysical polemic 
and political resistance, and identifying how the interplay between musical features and 
cultural practice reflects these themes. In order to discuss electronica and the issues raised 
by its shift in function (as a descendent of dance music), it is necessary to examine how 
musical characteristics have evolved over time in relation to different environments and 
cultural movements.
Detroit Techno: Posthumanism and Dance Music
The last twenty-five years has seen the inception and divergence of countless musical 
genres the chronology of which cannot be detailed with any brevity. Electronic dance 
music took shape through social scenes in Chicago, New York and Detroit in the early 
1980s. There are many thorough accounts of how each scene materialised^ but in the 
interest of exploring body politics, I am going to draw on specific elements of each scene 
and focus on Detroit's role in techno's development. The solidification of techno is 
generally attributed to three young middle class black males fi*om a town around thirty 
miles outside Detroit called Belleville: Juan Atkins, Kevin Saunderson and Derrick May 
[Collin 1997; Larkin 1997; Butler 2006]. Prior to this, Atkins had been involved with an 
earlier collaborator called Rick Davis who preferred to be known as 3070. Together they
6 Energy Flash by Simon Reynolds, Rave Offhy Steve Redhead and Altered State by Matthew Collin are 
all good examples, giving slightly different perspectives on social and musical histories o f dance music 
and rave culture.
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formed Cybotron and released a number of singles^ that prefigure key characteristics of 
music that was later described as techno. Atkins released further records with a similar 
synthesiser and drum machine orientated sound under the pseudonym of Model 500. Juan 
Atkins and Rick Davis (and latterly May, Saunderson and other artists) drew on musical 
influences from futuristic funk acts such as Parliament/Funkadelic [Shapiro 2000: 231] 
and "New Wave' bands Talking Heads and the B52s. A crucial part of their listening 
history consisted of work by European synth-pop artists and most significantly Kraftwerk 
[Poschardt 1998: 317].
It seems improbable that white, new wave artists from across the Atlantic such as 
Gary Numan and The Human League made such a significant impact on black teenagers 
in the American Midwest. However, the most unlikely yet profound influence on artists 
such as May, Sanderson and Atkins was Kraftwerk 'supposedly the whitest and most 
German band of all time' [Pochardt 1998: 204]. Kraftwerk were on the fringes of the 
German avant-garde, two members of the band (Florian Schneider and Ralf Hiitter) had 
met whilst studying at the Düsseldorf Conservatory. They went on to write and record 
tracks such as Autobahn and Trans-Europe Express and have been cited as one of the first 
bands to use exclusively synthesised instrumentation [Shapiro 2000: 33]. Kraftwerk's 
synthesiser and drum machine based music was stark and minimalist, they firequently 
treated vocal lines with vocoders and the character of their music was distinctly 
mechanistic. In addition to influencing the way the Belleville three approached musical 
production, there was a broader appreciation for these aesthetic values around Belleville 
and north west Detroit. Dance events in the area featured records by The Human League,
 ^Examples include Clear [Cybotron: 1983], Alleys o f you Mind [Cybotron: 1981] and Cosmic Cars 
[Cybotron: 1982].
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the Japanese technopop band Yellow Magic Orchestra, New Romantic band ABC
and Kraftwerk [Sicko 1999: 44-51]. The popularity of electronically-orientated 
(predominantly) white European pop music was solidified by a radio show called the 
'Midnight Funk Association' on which DJ Charles Johnson dedicated the programme to 
new wave, futuristic funk and Kraftwerk. The show ran between 1977 and 1985 and is 
frequently cited as one of the most significant factors in the emergence of early techno 
[Butler 2006; Reynolds 1998; Poschardt 1998].
The result of this unusual mix of musical influences was the emergence of a 
conspicuously technological musical character from artists who had been attending 
events, DJing and were now producing their own records. Whether The Human League 
or Kraftwerk's original intention was to make people dance, this was certainly the role 
and function of their records in north-west Detroit. Local artists who were creating music 
that drew on Kraftwerk's synthesiser lines and drum machines, had the success of their 
records measured by the response on the dance floor. (This was not explicitly Kraftwerk 
or Gary Numan's motivation when writing music, their records had to some extent been 
implanted into a dance party environment). Traces of European synth-pop were 
assimilated into a musical aesthetic that placed the emphasis on electronic rhythm and 
beat (which were the components of Kraftwerk and synth-pop that participants identified 
as compelling sounds for dancing).
In addition to the records they were listening to, Juan Atkins cites other interests 
as having a significant effect on his contemporaries' approach to thinking about and 
writing music. New computer gaming technologies, science fiction authors like Arthur C 
Clarke and the futurologist Alvin Toffier were among the influences drawn upon by
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exponents of early techno [Sicko 1999: 70]. Notions of post-humanism and robotic 
imagery thread through dance and post-dance music and will be explored in more detail 
in subsequent sections. It is of particular relevance to how the body and its relationship 
with technologies is examined through various discourses.
Perennial themes of power, control and the body seem to have been deliberately 
addressed in early techno. The 'man-machine' imagery that was initially associated with 
Kraftwerk became integrated into functional dance music, and consciously synthetic 
sounds disconnected it from human (bodily) agency. Difficulty in defining the roles of 
producers and DJs compounded the mystification of human/machine-generated sound 
was capitalised upon artists who intentionally obscured their identities. Multiple aliases, 
collaborations and remixes all contributed to an authorial opacity and almost to a sense of 
musical autonomy, in which artists were catalysts rather than authors. Kraftwerk had 
cultivated an image of the cyborg from which their music was formed, and could be 
attributed to which is illustrated by their 1978 LP titled 'The Man Machine'. Techno took 
root in a scene that was fluid, music was more free standing as it was disseminated via 
records and DJs. Whereas techno's mechanistic character maintained an aura of 
robot/human futurism, it could not easily be assigned to the image of an author/creator. 
The extent and nature of the connection between synthetic musical character, nebulous 
producer/DJ identities and the 'identity loss' [Rietveld: 2004] experience of rave, 
constitutes a significant part of the overall enquiry of this work.
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Chicago and New York: Locality, Marginalisation and Hedonism
Techno was dance music that emerged from what Derrick May describes as 'the whole 
elite high school scene' [Reyonlds 1998: 5]. European musical influences were translated 
by participants into Europhile notions of elegance and sophistication. This was a means 
of middle class black teens defining themselves against a rougher underclass of black 
inner city youth. The same parties at which records by Kraftwerk, The Human League 
and Yellow Magic Orchestra became popular dance floor material were also a showcase 
for fashions and clothing styles that demarcated more privileged suburban teens from the 
mainstream of black youth in Detroit.
Atkins, May and Saunderson do not describe the racial inequality and poverty that 
were associated with inner city Detroit at this time^ as part of their experience of growing 
up in Belleville. The Ford motor factory was near by and the assembly line was a place 
where black and white people had worked together under equal pay and conditions. 
Detroit has a history of musical and automotive associations which came into being with 
the Motown record label. Despite Detroit's music business heritage, there is curiously 
little evidence that the city's early techno artists regarded Motown records as directly 
influential, despite parallels with Berry Gordy's production and management methods and 
the Ford production lines on which he formerly worked. Interestingly, Derrick May 
acknowledges Motown's cultural significance whilst downplaying its influence on his 
music:
After race riots in Detroit in 1967 and the so-called 'white flight' that followed, the 1980s saw inner-city 
Detroit as largely poor, black and in decline. The city was divided along racial and economic lines with 
affluent suburbs mostly populated by white people.
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'Berry Gordy built the Motown sound on the same principles as the conveyor belt system 
at Ford's. Today their plants don't work that way - they use robots and computers to make 
the cars. I'm probably more interested in Ford's robots than Berry Gordy's music.' [Dyer 
2000: par22].
Drew Hemmet views the relationship between Motown and Detroit techno in rather more 
bleak terms:
"whereas Berry Gordy Jr at Motwon attempted to construct a new (mass-produced) 
reality for Black Americans, Detroit techno artists faced with the intransigence of 
structural racism were more concerned with mapping (aleatory) routes out of the 
everyday" [Hemmet 1998: 212]
I am not sure of the extent to which this reflects the circumstances of the Belleville three, 
but it certainly suggests that Motown projected an optimism that was not evinced by early 
techno. It also highlights the connection Paul Gilroy's makes between Detroit techno and 
escapism which is discussed in Chapter Six {Authorship).
Techno's emergence appears to have been a considered, deliberate convergence of 
sounds and ideas, from intentionally codified styles and fashions at events, to records 
produced with careful recourse to artistic and literary influences (computer gaming and 
science fiction). Chicago's house music was by contrast much more intuitive in its 
development. It originated primarily in two nightclubs frequented by gay, black and 
Central Americans who formed a tight knit social scene as minorities. Rather than
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elegance and sophistication, the atmosphere at The Warehouse (from which the music 
took its name) and The Music Box, was more hedonistic, driven by recreational drug use. 
These clubs existed as enclaves where disco had survived despite its waning popularity 
elsewhere.
House music initially emerged from disco records that were modified with drum 
machines that doubled the kick drum on the pulse, intensifying the beat. Tape machines 
were employed to record rhythmic breaks and stretch them to form tracks in themselves 
which appealed to the dance floor.^ These were techniques that were employed by DJs in 
clubs as a direct response to an environment in which dancing was a primary part of the 
experience. House music developed through an immediate integration of the requirements 
of the dance floor, and the musical response of DJs who adapted and modified their 
material. This more functionalist approach is in contrast to the accounts given by Juan 
Atkins, who describes a highly mediated compositional process, which took place away 
from the dance floor. Both genres were explicitly music for dancing, but the way in 
which they were conceived reflects their different social circumstances.
Techno's synthetic, mechanistic sound (intentionally unlike acoustic 
instrumentation with lots of sharp percussive attacks) is in more direct opposition to the 
metaphysical priorities of melody and harmony, whereas early house music had the 
residue of disco's tuneful string and vocal arrangements. Conversely, two of early 
techno's biggest commercial triumphs were Big Fun [Inner City 1988] and Good Life 
[Inner City 1988] {Inner City is an alias of Kevin Saunderson). Both tracks departed from 
the genre's minimal sound by including vocal lines that introduced a song-like feel
9 Chicago DJs Farley 'Jackmaster' Funk and Frankie Knuckles were known for adding kick drums 
beneath records. Knuckles also employed reel to reel tape to stretch rhythmic breaks.
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despite underpinning them with percussive synthesiser riffs and drum machine patterns 
that are quintessentially 'techno' in character. The vocal lines alone transformed the 
aesthetic into two hits that appealed to a much wider audience than other tracks in the 
genre. This perhaps reflects the aforementioned European synth-pop influence, but it is 
interesting that exponents of the genre developed the beat and rhythmic qualities along 
the lines of early Cybotron records, rather than building on the success of linear vocal 
lines and a song-like form^ ®.
The deliberate futuristic contrivances of techno producers somehow resulted in a 
more rhythmic corporeality, despite the intuitive evolution that house underwent in an 
environment that was driven purely by hedonism and dancing. House was a less 
deliberately manufactured musical style, moulded and shaped around social practice. The 
music developed through the immediacy of its environment, which is illustrated by the 
fact that much of the progressive creative work was done by artists in their capacity as 
DJs rather than producers. It is interesting that the enhancement of DJ sets by adding 
drum machines and tape loops underneath records does not appear to have been seen as 
enriching the performance, just modifying musical character for the function of dancing. 
As soon as records were produced that integrated heavier kick drum pulses and extended 
the rhythih breaks, the practice was abandoned. Musical process and performance were 
ancillary to the record's purpose, which was to facilitate dancing, reinforcing the sense 
that innovations were purely functional rather than a platform for DJs. The audience 
played a central role in the development of musical character.
10 Underworld’s 1996 single 'Bom Slippy' [Underworld 1996] is another example o f a techno record with 
a distinctive vocal line, which was one o f very few singles that was commercially successful.
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The Paradise Garage' was a club in New York which was similar to 'The 
Warehouse' in that it was mostly patronised by disaffected gay black and Puerto Ricans. 
DJ Larry Levan was a resident there between 1976 and 1987. His repertoire consisted of: 
'anything that captured the devotional, life affirming feeling he was after: disco, soul, 
gospel, rock, reggae, European electro-pop, even German kosmische synthesiser epics' 
[Collin 1997: 15]. The term Garage came to describe the genre that was characterised by 
its association with 'The Paradise Garage'. It frequently encapsulated the more soulful 
side of house music.
House and garage were defined by and named after the specific club 
environments out of which they developed. They allude to place and identity as oppose to 
techno, which was a term that was constructed to frame music that emerged out of a 
broader social scene^\ Despite the cultural emphasis of house and garage being more 
directly associated with the drug technologies and hedonism, much of the music 
maintained tuneful, song-like elements. However, the sub-genre acid house (which 
emerged from the Chicago scene) aligned itself with the mechanistic characteristics of 
techno. Acid house maintained the kick drum pulse but stripped out lush string and vocal 
arrangements replacing them with distinctive synthesiser sounds, in particular those 
generated by the Roland TB302 synthesiser^^.
11 The term 'techno' which had been associated with this scene was not a fixed description until Neil 
Rushton, a British A&R man licensed 12 tracks for release in the UK on a compilation called: “Techno! 
The New Dance Sound O f Detroit”. This was released on a subsidiary o f Virgin called 10 Records in 
1988.
12 Throughout the mid 1980s, the Belleville three describe firequent visits to Chicago where they sold 
many records. Stylistic exchanges took place with Detroit producers influencing artists from Chicago 
and vice versa.
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Rave: British Reception of Repetitive Beats
Acid house was perhaps the most significant sound of the early British rave scene. House 
had emerged and evolved in the U.S as a hedonistic cultural experience shared by a 
marginalised few in specific nightclub environments. The hedonistic experience was a 
central part of rave in the U.K but the social terms of the experience were no longer based 
on a sense of intimacy and shared otherness. Acid house was a youth cultural 
phenomenon that was attached to a more general sense of disaffection rather than a 
specific marginalised group. The popularity and notoriety of the first wave of raves in the 
summers of 1988 and 1989 established house and techno in the U.K on a scale that far 
exceeded their localised scenes in the U.S. Most significantly, the British rave scene 
resulted firom an open and unapologetic association with Ecstasy.
Although drugs had played a role in the gay club scenes in Chicago and New 
York, these were environments where belonging and inclusion were prerequisites of your 
attendance. In the U.K Ecstasy had binding properties that enabled participants to step 
outside their own socio-cultural condition. 'Gay behavioural codes and modes of 
expressivity were entering the body consciousness of straight, working class boys, via 
Ecstasy' [Reynolds 1998: 39]. A broader demographic was beginning to share the same 
kind of intimacy that bound participants and shaped musical aesthetics in The Warehouse 
and The Paradise Garage.
Part of the novelty of the dance music/Ecstasy synergy was that it provided a 
fi*amework for anybody to feel collective jouissance even if you were not bound together 
by being part of a particular marginalised group as in the Chicago and New York scenes. 
It was in this climate that house music's abandon and techno's futurism were moulded to
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fit a British^^ scene in which localised identity was succeeded by the universal notion of 
body (dance/drugs) music, rather than 'black Detroit' or 'gay' music/"^ Rave and its 
relationship with Ecstasy validated house for a cross section of British youth who 
connected it to their experience as functional music for dancing. Rave represented a shift 
in the values that were associated with American dance music. The way that dance music 
was adapted to fit rave rapidly accentuated musical features that suited Ecstasy and 
dancing. This is essential when considering the validity of po^^dance music. As the 
legacy of a music that is defined and understood through its implicit relationship with 
dance and the body, what is the political status of post-dance music? What is its agenda? I 
will approach this question from the perspective of post-dance music and electronica 
adopting a different and altogether more fluid approach to dance music's refusal of 
metaphysical priorities; melody over beat, narrative over non-narrative musical structures 
and intellectual over physical modes of reception. It is also necessary to look at how post­
human imagery played a role in the emergence of techno before rave, and what effect 
futurism has had on shaping electronic music after dance.
Early techno and house music raise issues that thread through this discussion; 
house because of its intuitive abandon and techno because of the tension between its 
mechanical, robotic character and its emphasis on visceral musical qualities. It is 
important to examine this tension as Detroit techno developed from a consciously 
intellectualised process that resulted in an aesthetic that directly challenged metaphysical 
musical priorities. Electronica and post-dance music has been engaged in intellectualising
13 European dance scenes were soon to follow, notably in Germany and the Netherlands.
14 House music had previously been dismissed in U.K clubs as 'gay music' when it had been understood in 
the context o f its social origins as post-disco music from gay scenes in Chicago and New York. P35 Energy 
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this confrontation itself, but in doing so, how does it change its own relationship with 
patriarchal discourse? To what extent does it play back into the hands of the perceived 
authority that Gilbert and Pearson suggest is attached to narrative, melody and intellectual 
modes of listening? This is at the core of my compositional project. The following 
sections will look at this through examining political resistance in dance culture, the 
status and authority of the producer/DJ, and how musical critique is used to deconstruct 
dance music's values.
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Chapter Three: The Political Dimensions of Rave in the United Kingdom
The British experience of electronic dance music needs to be understood in the context of 
rave as a social, spatial and political phenomenon. The rave era was in many ways the 
genesis of British dance culture and its social and political effects reflected dance music's 
polemic characteristics. This section will continue exploring the link between resistance 
within dance culture and dance music's refusal of metaphysical discourse. The focus will 
shift to examine different forms of explicit political resistance and how they relate to 
music and the body.
Rave and the Free Party
Dance music's introduction to the U.K was inextricably bound up in the social context of 
rave. Its role in transforming American house and techno can be traced spatially as well 
as culturally. Promoters and DJs had organised clubnights prior to rave achieving such a 
significant role^  ^where the drug/dance experience took form in partnership with house 
music. However, increasing popularity and restrictions on licensing laws galvanised 
organisers to squat in derelict warehouses in order to bypass these difficulties. As demand 
increased and the police became more effective at identifying locations, larger scale 
events were held in suburban and rural areas. The summers of 1988-89 saw numerous 
illegal events that attracted up to 25000 ravers on abandoned airstrips and farmland.
From its beginnings, rave operated outside legal frameworks for leisure and 
recreation. In addition to being incompatible with legitimate venues' licensing
15 Notably Danny and Jenny Rampling’s Shoom and Paul Oakenfold's The Trip, both London based 
events.
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restrictions, Ecstasy and other illicit substances largely replaced alcohol. The use of 
stimulants enabled participants to dance and socialise beyond opening hours and rave 
became synonymous with illegal gatherings. Although these were not directly 
confronting authority, they involved a degree of avoidance on the part of organisers and 
participants. This has come to characterise much of the theorising surrounding rave 
culture. Antonio Melechi views rave as 'internal tourism' [Melechi 2002, 122], which is 
more of a holiday from everyday life. Sheila Henderson in her Study of Ecstasy culture in 
the early and mid 90's suggests that the intensity of dance parties is: 'related to an equal 
sense of political disappointment and the resultant apathy'. Hillegonda Rietveld adds to 
this by describing the dance floor as a celebration of a void in (amongst other things) 
articulated politics. She also suggests that Ecstasy's central role was making sense of the 
void and persuading people that it was not necessarily a bad thing [Rietveld 1998: 252].
These statements represent rave as a disengaging experience, which was 
meaningful because of a general political disillusionment and disinterest. However, 
Gilbert and Pearson's suggestion that Dance Music (consciously or unconsciously) 
questions dominant ideological discourse, represents the hidden foundations of an 
emerging 'hard' political conflict. The notion of 'collective disappearance' is in contrast to 
the sudden visibility of the body as a site of political exchange. This is where the 
boundary between overt political resistance and the unconscious political subtext of 
dance music becomes indistinct. Legislative measures brought in to curb illegal raves 
compound the theoretical argument that suspicions surrounding music, pleasure and the 
body are deeply held, as they appear to be profound enough to be brought before 
government and passed into law.
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This is illustrated most clearly by the free party movement that immediately 
succeeded the enormous outdoor events that characterised 1988-89. These events had 
become more difficult to stage and were increasingly resented because of the huge profits 
they turned over. Free parties mostly ran on donations from those attending and they were 
(and still are) organised by collectives of people rather than entrepreneurs. These were 
more politically threatening because the motivation to make money had been replaced by 
a pursuit of pleasure that fell outside the understanding of legitimate leisure activities.
Unlicensed dance events are an affront to restrictions regulating when, where and 
how people congregate, whether they can dance and the criminalisation of drug use. The 
Spiral Tribe collective’s activities in the early 1990s illustrate their abstract approach to 
resistance through techno. They did not direct or focus their protest at a particular issue 
but broadly objected to the political climate and this was expressed through temporary 
occupation of space in which to hold illegal parties. Spiraltribe and similar collectives 
were not concerned about their popularity with those who were affected by their events 
(as illustrated by ad hoc gathering in 1992 on Castlemorton Common, Worcestershire 
where amplified music was played for 5 days to over 20 000 attendees). They staged the 
largest and most daring events possible for their own sake rather than as a vehicle for 
explicit protest. Their choice of uncompromising (and not broadly appealing) techno is 
rooted in a cultural practice that could be seen as using the body itself dis a tool for 
challenging dominant cultural values (not just the police and the authorities). The body in 
this respect is the object of rebellion; the physical presence of participants engaged in the 
act of dancing (to music that is designed explicitly for dancing) at a time and in a place 
where permission has not been granted. Gilbert and Pearson’s assertion that house and
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techno music encourage a physical, bodily response adds to the sense that the body itself 
plays a critical role in challenging cultural and political values.
Before continuing onto the next section, it is important to discuss rave's capacity 
to create the conditions for participants to be 'apolitical' by disengaging from their 
cultural and political surroundings. This seemingly contradicts the use of dance 
music/rave as a tool for protest within the context of the free party. One way of 
reconciling this contradiction is to recognise the separation between the acts of 
organising/attending a free party (as statement of explicit protest) from the experience of 
participating (implicitly disconnecting from articulated politics). The act of disconnecting 
itself can be interpreted as a political statement, while the experience of being 
disconnected (or 'collective disappearance') can be the result of participating.
The Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 1994 c. 33
Before 1994 little direct political challenge was presented by free parties, but reactions 
from the authorities mobilised previously 'apolitical, non-manifesto hedonist gatherings 
into a political mould' [Rietveld 1998: 255]. The Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 
1994 (hereafter referred to as the CJA), was enacted by the Conservative government and 
passed through Parliament without any real opposition from any of the main political 
parties. The Act covers a wide range of criminal matters but Part V (sections 61-80) deals 
with public order and collective trespass and nuisance on land, in particular including 
squatting, trespassers and trespassory assemblies, raves, and powers to remove 
unauthorised campers.
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Public Order: Collective Trespass or Nuisance on Land Part V 
Powers in relation to raves
63(1) This section has been amended on a number of occasions and now applies to a 
gathering on land in the open air of 100 or more persons (whether or not trespassers) at 
which amplified music is played during the night...
Section 63(2) says that for the purposes of section 63(1) '"music" includes sounds wholly 
or predominantly characterised by the emission of a succession of repetitive beats.' It 
goes on to give powers to the Police where: 'two or more people are making preparations 
for the holding there of a gathering to which this section applies' and when 'ten or more 
persons are waiting for such a gathering to begin'. This deals directly with people 
congregating for the purpose of dancing to repetitive beats, which could be seen as 
turning metaphysical suspicion of an overtly bodily experience of sound, into concrete 
legislative measures. In other words, powers were introduced to prevent people from 
having these specific experiences outside licensed venues.
The act is very specifically aimed at controlling 'amplified music' that is 
'characterised by the emission of a succession of repetitive beats'. It cannot address 
concerns about tax revenue or illegal earnings as events are free and alcohol is not 
generally served. The authorities initially cited public nuisance, and examples of events 
causing public nuisance can certainly be found^ ,^ but as organisers used increasingly 
remote locations, efforts to disperse them were stepped up [Hemmet 1998]. The
16 The gathering that took place on Castlemorton Common in May 1992 was the largest and most high 
profile o f a string o f events that caused damage to land and disturbed local residents.
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legislation is aimed at criminalising the act of organising and attending raves, which 
raises questions about whether offence is caused by the nature of rave itself rather than 
peripheral issues of nuisance and trespass.
The issues surrounding rave and the body can be linked to discourse stimulated by 
Michel Foucault's historicisation of power over and within the body. Docile Bodies marks 
out the human body 'entering a machinery of power that explores it, breaks it down and 
rearranges it' [Rabinow 1986: 182]. However, Foucault is keen not to simplify the 
'machinery' in terms of authority and citizen, he describes 'different disciplinary 
institutions' sharing techniques in defining a 'detailed political investment in the body' 
[Rabinow 1986: 183]. The issue with rave and free parties is that there is no institutional 
'investment' in the body. The CJA made it easier to license, regulate and control rave 
rather than squashing it. What defined rave per se was its disassociation from the 
'machinery of power' rather than an expression of unidirectional rebellion or dissent. This 
definition is tied up with the essence of rave as a physical and social experience; rhythm, 
beat and Ecstasy displaced institutional 'machinery' and the body was the site of political 
exchange.
Exodus: Plugging the Gap in Articulated Politics
It would be unwise to suggest that the CJA immediately politicised a previously apolitical 
group of people, but criminalisation inevitably altered the scene. Protest started to occupy 
a more central position as groups from different areas of DiY^  ^ culture simultaneously 
had constraints placed on their activities. Squatting and free parties had always been
17 D iY  is a term that is used to describe particular forms o f political expression including: direct action 
politics, hunt sabotage, squatting and free parties.
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intertwined, but the CJA has been cited as a key factor in forging new links between party 
organisers, direct action groups and the squatting community. The immediacy of direct 
action reflects the 'in the moment' hedonism that characterises dance culture and the rave.
The Exodus collective based in the Luton and Dunstable area is an example of 
'hard' politics became involved with a free party scene. Throughout 1990s Exodus 
evolved from being a group of people who arranged free parties into an organisation that 
took a wider political interest in those criminalised by the CJA. Unlike nomadic sound 
systems (such as Spiral Tribe and Bedlam) Exodus were rooted in a local community. 
They established a number of squatted derelict buildings as housing cooperatives and 
renovated an empty, compulsorily purchased farm by the Ml. Longmeadow Farm 
became a working community farm where free Dance events regularly took place. 
Despite the support and advocacy of a local Police Chief Inspector, there were numerous 
Police raids on the farm resulting in many arrests but veiy few convictions
Exodus usefully illustrates how rave's implicit polemic was expanded into 
political activity. Unlike the disobedience of nomadic sound systems in staging 
temporary free parties. Exodus became concerned with hard politics. Dance music events 
were the kernel of Exodus' ethos and also brought them to the attention of the Police and 
local authorities. Because rave is distinguished by creating space in which recognisable 
political and social formations are dissolved, hard politics and dance music have a 
complex relationship. As a cultural phenomenon that is defined by non-political 
expression, it is easy to support the view that anti-rave legislation precipitated a 
change in rave's status, as it now (unwittingly) made a political statement. Participants 
found themselves reclassified as agitators. Prior to The CJA their activities were more
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tacitly anti-authoritarian, but what was previously a question of avoidance (that is 
avoiding obtaining permission and holding events in licensed venues) was transformed 
into political confrontation and Exodus' history clearly delineates this transformation.
The free party is an important part of dance music's social history in the UK, not 
least because it illustrates the strength of political feeling that rave consciously or 
unconsciously brought about. What is of particular interest here is that the music itself 
became tangled up in a debate about public order (as it was explicitly referred to in the 
wording of the CJA). 'Repetitive beats' music and the activities associated with it gave 
rise to sufficient concern for new laws to be passed, whilst maintaining a strong enough 
following for people to break them. It is difficult to measure the extent to which the 
musical aesthetic provoked responses from those concerned about free parties (or whether 
an identical culture of huge uninvited assemblies of revellers would have caused as much 
unease if they had been dancing to bluegrass, bebop or minuets). What can be said is that 
the choice of music at the enormous and provocative events that immediately preceded 
the passing of the CJA in 1994, was uncompromising and challenging for unfamiliar 
listeners. It exaggerated the musical features that Gilbert and Pearson identify as 
engendering a visceral, bodily experience of sound: a fast, relentless kick drum pulse 
punctuated by sharp attack sounds with little or no harmonic movement. Dance music 
and raves had evolved, and this strain (which caught the public's attention with events 
like that held on Castlemorton Common) could almost be viewed as confrontational with 
its pursuit of faster, more aggressive beats. The music widened the distance between 
those involved and those who were not, by concentrating those musical characteristics
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(beat and repetition) that are more difficult to accept in western musical traditions as the 
primary source of movement, flow and musical validity. Gilbert and Pearson argue that 
this is a result of metaphysical discourse presenting linear melodic and harmonic 
movement as being more authentic modes of musical expression than beat and repetition.
Techno and electronic dance music stimulated a debate because of the 'hard' 
political issues surrounding free parties and illegal raves, and musical aesthetic is 
arguably part of that debate. Post-dance music is no longer (necessarily) functional music 
for dancing; its more fluid, pluralistic nature means that different conclusions need to be 
drawn about its political status. Post-dance draws its influence from the beats, rhythms 
and sounds of electronic dance music but is not entrenched in the cultural (and latterly 
political) resistance that characterised rave. This is why post-dance music's approach to 
the material qualities of sound, and the concomitant listening experience needs such close 
scrutiny. I will be looking at what meaning is embedded within post-dance and to what 
extent any vacuum left by political articulation is filled by new cultural and artistic 
formations.
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Chapter Four: Space, Subculture and Rite of Passage
The purpose of this chapter is not so much to analyse cultural formations in dance 
culture, but to examine how belonging and alterity are defined through musical style and 
taste. As an innately participatory scene, taste directly determines aesthetic evolution. On 
the dance floor, appreciation manifests itself simply in whether or not people dance. 
Particular textures and grooves are elevated by the audience's response, so through a 
process of dialectic between DJ and audience, taste values are refined. Social scenes and 
sub-genres have emerged through this process of exchange. I will be exploring the 
centrality of sound in understanding dance music as a cultural phenomenon, and looking 
at how post-dance music problematises the sociality of sound espoused by repetitive 
beats.
Chemical and Social Cycles within Dance Culture
As many dance records are metrically similar (to allow for seamless mixing between 
tracks) audiences are aware of changes in consistency and discriminate between different 
treatments of sound. Particular DJs respond to this and become associated with a style 
through which audiences define them. (This is not an exact science as some DJs will play 
through a range of styles and are characterised by their eclecticism). Shared tastes evolve 
as participants move through the scene precipitating stylistic mutations. Genres become 
subdivided and reclassified which can be seen in the huge number of titles given to 
variants within house and techno alone. The apparent democracy of this process could be 
explained in terms of the resources (records) which contrary to traditional (live)
48
performance need selection, which is mediated through audience response. More 
traditional modes of instmmental and vocal performance (where composer/performer 
figures command the show from the stage) are in contrast to the idea that the performance 
is constructed through the dance floor.
An understanding of what motivates participants and propels them through an 
inherently market driven scene could provide some insight into the sustainability of dance 
culture. Matthew Collin suggests that: 'The typical cycle of Ecstasy use can be mapped 
culturally':
'The first rush begins the honeymoon period -  the beautific, loved up, evangelical phase. 
Within a year or so, that early excitement begins to fade and many experience 
diminishing returns.... The third stage is comedown: disillusionment, reduced use, and 
attempts to readjust to the fact that the initial high is gone forever. Finally comes the re­
entry to the post-Ecstasy world.... The myriad manifestations of the culture often reflect 
this pharmacological narrative, each scene experiencing its own individual honeymoon, 
excess, comedown and re-entry phases.' [Collin 1997: 8]
This is not a positive outlook for the longevity of house and techno as long as they are 
enmeshed vrithin Ecstasy culture. The important question is where the aesthetic can go 
once it has been untangled from this cycle, and whether deconstructing this relationship 
can provide any insight into the position of post-dance music.
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Tracing individual journeys through dance culture can be helpfully understood in 
terms of rites of passage. Although the beginnings of house and techno in the UK were 
spearheaded by a slightly older social group, the bulk of those who followed were 
teenagers or in their early twenties. A sense of belonging surrounds individual scenes as 
shared experiences were heightened and solidified by the bonhomie brought on by 
Ecstasy/dance collectivity. The democratising qualities of Ecstasy have been credited 
with catalysing what was essentially a social scene that traversed class and cultural 
divides and perhaps most significantly created the conditions for dis-engendered social 
dancing.
Examining social structures in dance culture should be approached in a slightly 
different way to the question of explicit or implicit politics and protest in rave (discussed 
in Chapter Three). Because rave as an experience has the capacity to temporarily dissolve 
normal social formations, it is necessary to distinguish between organisational structures 
and participation. What I mean by organisational structures is active involvement in a 
scene, which is additional to attending and participating in events. Exploring 
organisational structures reveals hierarchies and power relations that manifest themselves 
in different ways and are at odds with the socially neutralising effects of Ecstasy and 
dance music. Different theorists have proposed a number of approaches to social 
constructions in club and dance music culture. Hillegonda Rietveld suggests that many of 
those (males in particular) who have submitted to the démocratisation of Ecstasy soon 
undermine it by striving to become powerful or significant within the scene [Rietveld 
1998]. However, Morgan Gerard proposes that those who occupy the VIP rooms at clubs 
are 'insider patrons' who have 'a unique vantage point from which to observe and assess
50
key aspects of the ritual proceedings' [Gerard 2004: 173]. He concurs with Rietveld by 
saying that many people who are now promoters, DJs and entrepreneurs maintain that 
they started out in participatory roles as 'ravers' or regular clubbers. However, Gerard 
proposes that these figures can be recognised for 'organizing, maintaining and promoting 
the "utopian blueprint" of the dance floor' and that 'critically evaluating the event at hand 
affords promoters and DJs the opportunity to plan for and produce "better" events in the 
future'[Gerard 2004:173-4]. Sarah Thornton is less convinced about the motives of 
promoters and entrepreneurs as she suggests that participants are divided by hierarchies 
based on cultural knowledge, commitment to a particular scene and involvement in 
organising or promoting a regular event. These signify different levels of what she terms 
'subcultural capital', or elitism based on cultural credibility through which status is 
accrued which undermines what she sees as the egalitarianism of rave [Thornton 1995: 
11-13]. Lines are not simply drawn along clothing or behavioural codes, neither is it a 
minority underground simply defining itself against the mainstream. Power seems to be 
disseminated through elitism within the scene rather than opposition to another area of 
youth culture. There remains an element of differentiation between active and passive 
reception and fans define themselves in terms of shared taste choices. However, there are 
(or were at the time) no clearly defined groups identifying themselves through cultural 
practice, divisions are based on musical preference.
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Spirituality and Liminality within Rave
Spiritual and primordial imagery is frequently employed to describe and sometimes to 
define rave and dance music culture. Hillegonda Rietveld quotes musician and writer 
Genesis P. Orridge as saying that acid house was 'going back to the roots of why music 
was invented: to reach ecstasy and visionary state, in a communal, tribal celebration' 
[Rietveld 2004: 48]. Graham St. John discusses the connection with spirituality in some 
Dance Music scenes in terms of technology; 'the holistic body-mind-spirit. Self is, by 
itself a "technology" to be understood and harnessed' [St. John 2004: 25]. Post-rave era 
New Age discourse promised self discovery and 'ascension' [Ivakhiv 2001] through 
ritualistic techno-dancing and transcendentalism's relationship with music, 
communications or drug technologies is part of the rhetoric: 'Dance drugs aid a dancing 
cyborg identity, as the chemicals enhance the ability of the nervous system to mesh with 
the technological sensibilities that techno offers. Dance drugs are body technologies, with 
a profound effect on the mind, on subjectivity' [Rietveld: 2004: 54].
Many dance collectives are keen to focus on rave as a meditative and spiritual 
rather than (or in addition to) a recreational experience. Cyber-techno imagery is largely 
replaced by language and rituals associated with healing and meditation. Segments of the 
dance music fraternity define rave as a transformative and to some extent religious 
experience. In this environment musical taste and style seems to be secondary to the idea 
of liminality within rave. The shift in emphasis from hedonism to spiritualism is reflected 
in the longevity of groups and individuals' involvement in the scene, Moontrihe and The 
Wicked Crew have been staging events in southern California since the early 1990s. In 
Robin Sylvan's exploration of spiritual and religious interpretations of rave, he uses the
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same sort of language to describe dance music in terms of a physical, bodily experience 
but talks very little about discriminate musical taste [Sylvan 2005]. Music is treated as a 
tool for exploring spirituality rather than as the defining feature of a social scene. By 
understanding spirituality (rather than music) as the glue that holds together the 
experience, one could argue that a spiritual approach has the potential for longevity that 
hedonistic rave lacks. Organisations that refer to primordial imagery have occasionally 
found it to be an enormously potent branding tool. Tribal Gathering is a successful 
commercial venture in the UK, staging events which turn over significant amounts of 
money. This slightly insincere treatment of spirituality and dance music represents a 
generation of consumers who are not as keen to see dance events as 'energising' or 
'spiritual', but more pragmatically as a leisure activity with a particular marketing 
strategy.
Liminality in dance music is not exclusively tied up with spirituality. Morgan 
Gerard talks about liminality as part of the musical texture of DJ sets and how that 
impacts upon the experience of those who are present. He discusses 'liminal techniques' 
as methods that DJs use to mix between records and how dancers respond to this 
according to their ritualistic experience. 'As a recorded format and a performed activity, 
liminality is encoded into underground dance music as an incentive for dance. Dance, 
therefore, is the primary conduit for liminal, transformative experiences in the lives of 
ravers and clubbers" [Gerard 2004:180]. For Gerard, 'transformative experiences' do not 
necessarily have to be accompanied by spiritual or cyber-spiritual rhetoric. He suggests 
that rave's significance and popularity is due to 'DJs, clubs, raves, dancing, getting high
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and other features of underground dance music (that) offer multidimensional liminal 
experiences not found in the everyday world’ [Gerard 2004:180].
Style, Taste and Musical Experience
In the U.K, music and the experience of music are more divisive than clothing styles and 
behaviour. Fans identify with those who have similar tastes, and these are frequently not 
clearly defined genres but similar zones on a spectrum that is polarised by terms such as 
'hard', 'fiinky' or 'laid back'. The terms 'trance' or 'techno', whilst broadly describing a 
musical style, cover a range of metric, rhythmic and textural possibilities. People tend to 
occupy an area of preference in clusters, which define taste not so much in opposition to 
others, but as part of a continuum from which they have extracted and elevated elements 
that appeal to them. For example; a fan of'trance' might be referring to 'Goa trance' which 
is more akin to 'acid techno' (with its employment of Roland TB 303 synthesiser sounds) 
than 'euro trance' which more closely resembles 'epic house'. Because of this confusing 
multiplicity of musical genres, labels and terms can less effectively describe a particular 
type of music. This may propel fans towards making choices based on musical sound 
rather than aligning themselves with a musical brand. Tracking these choices through 
Collin's cycle of honeymoon, excess, comedown etc reveals how the physical experience 
of music and dance relates to musical expression. Musical journeys through dance culture 
are propelled by tiny incremental choices, which are impressed upon by social, 
intellectual and chemical influences. Although in its initial inception Dance culture in the 
UK unified different social and ethnic groups, the fact remains that particular 
demographics have gravitated towards particular aesthetics. So perhaps social pressures
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remain a more powerful influence on musical choice than idealistic discourse about the 
démocratisation of aesthetic sensibilities.
The most obvious example of discriminate practice amongst participants are those 
who get involved with promotion, DJing and producing music; the three of which are 
frequently interchanged. The low cost of organising and promoting events combined with 
wide availability of turntables and records encouraged many to use events to platform 
their preferred music. Those involved with organising clubnights often perform at them 
as resident DJs and it is frequently their music rather than that of visiting acts (who may 
headline the night) that represents the tastes of the local audience. DJ Sets are subject to 
different levels of scrutiny by those associated with and attending the event. It seems that 
as people move through the scene or as the scene evolves, participants become 
increasingly discriminate. This could be connected to the do it yourself approach to DJing 
and producing dance music which encouraged a significant proportion of participants to 
engage as artists as well as being part of a responsive audience. Conversely, increasingly 
critical reactions to DJ sets could be a symptom of the second phase of Matthew Collin's 
culturally mapped cycle. 'Diminishing returns' in this interpretation represents higher 
musical expectations in the face of dance music's cultural experience losing its novelty 
and becoming staid. Mapping changing musical expectations through individuals and 
scenes is problematic as it is difficult to disconnect it from other elements of dance 
culture. Were musical genres mutating to meet the changing needs of participants in 
terms of their experience! Or was evolution and consequent division into new sub-genres 
the result of an inbuilt obsolescence, which (because of its intrinsic relationship with
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cultural practice) needed constantly modifying and updating to bridge the gap left by 
'diminishing returns'?
Post-Dance: Questioning the Collectivity of Rave
Stylistic evolution becomes interesting when applied to music that started to move away 
from dance as its core function but still drew very much on the aesthetic tradition of 
repetitive beats and breakbeats. What is the motivation behind post-dance music and how 
does it fit into this model of participant-centred aesthetic evolution? Simon Reynolds 
suggests that post-dance music attracts: “the chin scratching connoisseur... who'd rather 
pride himself on being an 'individual' than merge with the crowd”. He goes on to say that 
music which reflects that of underground scenes is 'marginal even to margins' [Reynolds 
1998: 399]. The problem of access characterises post-dance music and electronica; how 
does one arrive at forming an appreciation that is not coloured by elitism and exclusion? 
As a music that is descended from an essentially participatory cultural/musical tradition, 
is electronica (as reflective and mediate) bound up in a contradiction that renders it 
pointless? One way of dealing with this is to look at electronica and post-dance music as 
critique, using aesthetic referents to de-construct its predecessors^^. There is some logic 
in seeing electronica as the next step (in the eyes of those who consider themselves 
musically discriminate) after disillusionment with the scene (Matthew Collin's 
'comedown' phase).
18 Straight musical referents played a central role in the evolution o f functional dance music. They allow 
audiences to locate samples and sounds from their musical lexicons and appreciate their application within 
a new context. This is a powerful tool for DJs and composers alike.
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It is easy to see how 'mainstream' and 'underground' taken from Subcultural Theory, are 
made more complex in the fragmentation of dance music^  ^ [Hebdige 1979]. The 
Birmingham School's notion of winning space from dominant culture (in this case the 
dance floor) has slightly different connotations. Raves and free parties wanted to win 
space on a transient basis as an implicit challenge to authority rather than dominant 
culture. The difficulty with post-dance music is that it is less clearly defined through 
space. Rather than implicitly challenging dominant culture or authority, it questions the 
peripheral 'underground' intellectually as opposed to spatially. This leaves electronica 
open to allegations of neglecting the intuitive physicality of dance music (as it is 
experienced in clubs and raves) and instead encouraging a more contemplative approach 
to listening to and understanding the music. On the other hand electronica, as 'post' dance 
music expresses it intention to deconstruct the structural fimctionalism of music that is 
designed to be seamlessly mixed for the purpose of un-choreographed dancing.
19 Alterity existed in the early stages o f the discovery o f dance music by those who were not part o f  the 
clique. The 'Boy's Own' fanzine coined the term 'Acid Ted' to describe the indiscriminate mass who they 
felt had subscribed to the dress codes and enthusiasm o f the dance scene but did not understand the niche 
ethos behind it.
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Chapter Five: Post-Dance Aesthetics
In order to understand the issues that are addressed through my composition I will be 
revisiting some of the key discourses around dance music discussed in Chapter One. 
Gilbert and Pearson's discussion of the western philosophical tradition's musicological 
priorities in relation to electronic dance music has uncovered the foundations of a 
theoretical approach, which can be modified to address post-dance music and electronica 
[Gilbert and Pearson 1998]. This approach involves looking at beat and repetition as the 
main components of the music and reassessing the relationship between 
interiority/intellectuality and exteriority/materiality in the context of music that reflects 
rather than replicates dance music. Similarly, distinctions between aesthetics that 
privilege melody over rhythm and texture, theme and narrative over repetition, need to be 
unpicked in the interest of adapting Gilbert and Pearson's model to examine the 
expansionism of post-dance music.
The Metaphysics of Post-Dance
Techno problematises what Gilbert and Pearson describe as metaphysical discourse 
(which they are at pains to point out refers specifically to: “a particular set of 
philosophical priorities which have dominated western thinking since Classical times” 
[Gilbert and Pearson 1998: 57]). Techno's aesthetic is almost diametrically opposed to the 
values ascribed to the canon of great European composers fi’om the 18* and 19* 
centuries. Although these values are situated within a complex of musical expression, the 
most significant is identified as melody. Narrative, linearity and theme are other elements
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which musicology has traditionally used to define and categorise musical works. The fact 
that musical features such as rhythm and texture were not addressed as significant 
attributes devalued the role they played in musical expression and meaning. Modes of 
reception are crucial to understanding how authority and authenticity are regulated within 
this metaphysical discourse. Intellectual modes of listening have been attached to musics 
that subscribe to the value embodied within melody and narrative formal structure. In 
contrast, if Gilbert and Pearson's interpretation is to be followed, beat, rhythm and 
repetitive forms constitute a different set of (metaphysically constructed) feminine and 
'embodied' attributes. This results firom the primacy of tonal narrative, which affirms 
melody and thematic material as the 'normal' (masculine/intellectual) mode of musical 
expression (see Chapter One, Techno and the Body). This becomes significant when 
considering the complex of ways in which we receive and process music. The body 
cannot be seen as isolated fi*om our experience of sound because our understanding of 
music emerges from an interchangeable set of cultural, technological and physical 
(material) modes of reception.
In Chapter One I discussed musical elements that, because of their frequency, 
amplitude and transient attack envelopes, emphasise the corporeal element of our 
perception and experience of music. Electronic dance music and techno in particular 
focuses on these musical features (beat and bass) as primary constituents with the 
intention of shaping timbre into functional music for dancing. In the context of 
metaphysical distinctions between melodic and non-melodic, repetitive and linear 
musical forms and observations about the corporeal qualities of beat and bass, it is easy to
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\allow one set of musical features to unhelpfully become associated with the physical 
experience of music, whilst another is associated with the intellectual.
Part of my compositional project is to observe, explore and unpick this binarism. 
Post-dance music has by its very nature compelled me to confront some of the 
contradictions and problems uncovered by the theoretical work discussed in this thesis, 
not least the suggestion that there may be deeply entrenched assumptions that determine 
how western culture perceives and validates music. As a composer it has been useful to 
consider how various discourses relate to my work. I found discussions about the 
materiality of sound particularly relevant to what my 'post-dance music' project explores, 
and the work of electronica artists who draw on the sounds and idioms of techno but do 
not necessarily engage with the dance-function. Intellectualising dance music has opened 
up a rich source of critical debate about musical language and the role and status of our 
bodies in the way in which we listen to music. Contemporary dance culture invites 
analysis of these power relations, not only through abstracted critical discourse but also in 
concrete political terms with the example of the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act of 
1994 as a measure introduced to regulate the physical experience of music and dance.
Intelligent Dance Music
My composition portfolio consists of four suites that are informed by techno and 
repetitive beats. I am conscious of the dangers of writing music that reflects but does not 
engage with its subject. One of the central problems has been striking a balance between 
critical reflection and maintaining a sense of meaning that connects the music to its 
cultural heritage. What I mean by this is; if I am seeking to expose and examine the
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mechanisms of repetitive beats, I need to accept that dance music's material qualities 
need to be observed, especially in the context of a musical language that questions its 
function. This is exemplified by some of the criticism that 'intelligent' dance musics have 
come under. As Simon Reynolds writes: 'For all its rhetoric of "progression", intelligent 
techno involved a full-scale retreat from the most radically posthuman and hedonistically 
funktional aspects of rave music...'. Intelligent techno^® was designed to be: 'techno 
liberated from the demands of the dancefloor' [Reynolds 1998: 157-158]. However, it is 
susceptible to a contradiction of meaning by slipping into a set of musical priorities that 
neglect the values (in dance music) that confront patriarchal discourse. Rhythm and bass 
as the driving force behind the visceral, bodily experience of music were subordinated to 
musical characteristics that encouraged more contemplative modes of reception; more 
harmonic emphasis, movement and progression within tracks.
As a composer I wanted to re-examine techno in the light of these apparently 
contradictory and contrasting shifts in function and meaning. The four suites that 
comprise the portfolio form a response through a number of differing agendas. I wanted 
to use my compositions to examine different ways of treating musical elements that 
apparently contradict techno's refusal of metaphysical discourse. They explore the tension 
between musical characteristics that are connected to ‘physical’ or ‘intellectual’ 
experiences of sound. This is as a means of problematising notions of exteriority and 
interiority being embedded within mutually exclusive musical elements. The danger of 
subscribing wholesale to 'interiority verses exteriority' is that concomitant elements 
(melody and beat for example) can be mistakenly accepted as conditions with universally
20 This is sometimes described as “IDM” (intelligent dance music) and electronica, which covers quite a 
broad musical spectrum.
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fixed meanings. Throughout this work I sought to acknowledge that different values have 
been attached to musical characteristics through discourse, but that these are not essential 
universal meanings. I am not trying to suppress one set of musical forms (and the 
aesthetic ideals that they may embody) in favour of another, or to simply combine them 
in order to measure the results. I am seeking to explore the values that are attributed to 
each and how this can be usefiilly understood in terms of musical validity. My 
composition serves as a jhamework through which I can examine the interplay of these 
values and how they operate in musical form.
Groove and the Avant-Garde
My composition portfolio is bound together by a commitment to exploring, 
deconstructing but ultimately trying to maintain the material qualities of groove. 
Although exploring the conditions of metaphysical discourse has led me to integrate 
musical expressions that are at odds with the values of repetitive beats, I have tried to 
underpin my work with a sense of substance or 'grain'. This can manifest itself in rhythm, 
beat and other qualities that effectively transmit the physical experience of sound, but 
'grain' is also caught up in noise, texture and imperfection. As well as describing the 
corporeal experience of sound, materiality can be described as an effect of a musical 
language that uncovers strands of imperfection and weaves them into the fabric of the 
track.
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This points towards deconstructivism and dis-obedience, but shades of avant-gardism in 
post-dance music tend to attract criticism along the lines of intellectualising music and 
neglecting/failing to connect it to its cultural heritage and meaning. Simon Reynolds:
'What Squarepusher type artists have responded to and exaggerated ad absurdum is only 
one aspect of jungle: the music's complexity. They've ignored the feelings the music 
induces, and the subcultural reasons the sound and scene came into being[....]It is vitiated 
by being divorced from the context that originally imbued those sounds with resonance.' 
[Reynolds 1998: 400]
The avant-garde has intermittently collided with techno throughout its history. Kraftwerk, 
perhaps techno's most significant forerunners were heavily influenced by the German 
avant-garde, and Stockhausen in particular [Larkin 1998: 189]. An example of this 
influence can be seen in the early 1980s when futurism-obsessed DJ and producer, Juan 
Atkins and his friend Rick Davis started to exploit the potential of noise for its 
mechanistic, science fiction imagery. Partnered with the precision of drum machines and 
the timbrai possibilities of synthesisers, noise became a central part of techno's aesthetic. 
Reynolds suggests that problems emerge when avant-garde tendencies creep back into 
dance music and change its definition. He regards avant-garde music as perpetuating: 
'aesthetic cognition (being) distinguished from and declared superior to mere sensory 
pleasure'. Latterly, experimental music whilst destabilising and questioning musical and 
aesthetic values, has been identified as being in the realm of: 'deliberate intellectualism 
which foregrounds the music's status as objects of rational contemplation rather than as a
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source of physical pleasure' [Gilbert and Pearson 1998: 42-43]. It is easy to qualify 
Reynold's concerns that avant-gardist approaches to dance musics could signal an 
encroaching tide of intellectualism. However, it does seem to be an unfair to suggest that 
this maligns a 'pure' tradition of intuitively conceived music for dancing, when avant- 
garde influences are a significant part of techno's heritage.
It is worth considering some experimental musics which focus more on aesthetic 
function rather than vanguardism. For example, whilst having very different motives and 
origins to techno, Brian Eno's Music For Airports uses texture to create an experience 
that is not based on dancing or intellectual engagement [Eno 1987]. Eno describes it as 
being: 'as ignorable as it is interesting' and talks about experiencing music as 'music to 
swim in, to float inside, to get lost in' [Eno 2004: 95-97]. An entire gamut of ambient 
music is espouses listening experiences that question distinctions between physical and 
intellectual, exteriority and interiority.
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Chapter Six: Authorship, Authority and the role of the Producer/D J
This section will look at how ownership and reception of music is affected by the role 
and function of DJs and producers. Post-structuralist discourse challenges the singularity 
of authorship and examines the complexity of the relationship between text and author. 
This is useful in understanding how the listener interprets authority in music in a context 
where, due to the relative anonymity of dance music, an authorial identity vacuum exists; 
a space in which alternative formations of authorial power can be constructed. The music 
is not necessarily associated with the composer, (more usefully described as the producer) 
as the performer is likely to be a DJ who is playing records produced by other people. 
Ownership is fiirther mediated by re-mixers^\ DJs and audience. I will draw upon the 
work of Michel Foucault and Roland Barthes to examine how authorship and the text 
relate to authority in production, performance and reception of dance and post-dance 
music.
Barthes, Foucault and the Musical Text
In the essay From Work to Text Roland Barthes draws a distinction between the concept 
of a 'work' as fixed and determinate, and that of 'text' as dynamic and fluid [Barthes 
1977]. This relates to the extent to which readers interact with writing actively or 
passively. The traditional understanding of the author having a singular mastery over 
their writing is produced by the notion that the Work must conform to its author. Barthes 
introduces the concept of 'text' to open up writing to a plurality of meaning that questions 
the privileged position of 'author' and engages the reader in a process of generating
21 A re-mixer can be another artist who has produced an alternative version o f another composer's track.
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meaning rather than just interpreting it. Michel Foucault's What is an Author? examines 
further the concept of 'author' as constructed by the reader and therefore emerging from 
the text rather than presiding over it [Foucault 1988]. He also discusses the author's name 
as part of an author-function, which compels readers to filter out unwanted characteristics 
and create new ones in order to construct an ideal or a hero. Foucault saw the author as 
just one of many fields of writing, one of many directions from which the reader can 
approach the text.
Barthes and Foucault's theorising relates to the 'work' or 'text' as linguistic 
formations. Literature is the medium through which Foucault demonstrates the 
inefficiency of communication through writing as it generates a surplus of meaning. 
Although Foucault and Barthes' approach is conceived through the formal possibilities of 
language, the power structures that emerge through the field of 'authorship' can also be 
understood within musical expression. In the context of examining how authorial power 
and authority is constructed and distributed in this instance the record/musical track will 
be approached as an equivalent ‘text’.
The Producer/DJ Complex
The way that dance music has been produced and disseminated can be seen as analogous 
to the ideological separation of the author from their writing. This section will look at the 
interchange-ability of the roles of producers, DJs, composers and performers and how 
this compares with notions of authorship associated with traditional formations of 
songwriter/composer. DJ sets are constructed from materials prepared by other people in 
anonymity, but on a micro level, those materials themselves can be conspicuously and
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intentionally comprised of musical and timbrai quotations. This is the very nature of cut 
and mix compositional practise and unapologetically reflects Barthes' assertion that texts 
occupy
'a multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend 
and clash. The text is a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centres of 
culture.' [Barthes 1988: 170]
Foucault's What is an Author? anticipated key characteristics of the way dance music has 
been produced, distributed and received over the last 20 years. His suggestion that the 
author’s name has taken place of the author function as owner of his or her cultural 
product concurs in simplistic terms with how rock and pop is packaged for contemporary 
audiences. The author's name as a collection of symbols performing a classifrcatory 
function is, on some levels problematised in dance music production by a destabilisation 
of the definition between composer, producer and performer. However, making straight­
forward divisions between rock and dance based on identity should be avoided. The 
emergence of superstar DJs demonstrates ways in which authorial voices similarly 
permeate musical expression within dance genres, particularly house music.^  ^ Dance 
music has diverged into strands that embrace not only song forms, but also idiomatic 
styles that extend to performance as well as record production. Terminological re­
provision as 'Dance Band'^  ^ is perhaps necessary to divide these formal and performance
22 DJs such as Sasha and Paul Oakenfold rose to such prominence that their status became analogous with 
traditional rock and pop performers, changing their relationship with not only records they produced but 
also those they played as part o f DJ sets. This will be further explored later in this chapter.
23 Examples o f this could be: Faithless, The Prodigy, and The Shamen.
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values from those of DJs or live techno acts^ "^ . This particular kind of commercial context 
needs to be acknowledged but in the interest of approaching authorship within my 
compositional project, this discussion deals with less denotative DJ/production practices.
Expression (taken here as an authoritative process of 'I express to you') is 
deconstructed by the performance and reception of dance music. Simply put, the DJ is an 
intermediary between segments of pre-recorded sound and the audience. Traditional 
notions of expressivity are displaced by a division between the author (already 
problematised) and the agency of the DJ as a responsive performer. Whereas the physical 
nature of the music 'seemingly hail(s the body) directly' [Gilbert and Pearson 1998: 45] 
the same cannot be said for notions of authorial command emanating from this splintering 
composer/producer/performer composite.
In dance music, the lacuna between the producer and their musical track is often 
filled by the DJ. The author fimction resides (as Foucault suggests) between empirical 
self-engagement in the writing and the 'voice' that speaks in the text as if it were the 
author him or herself. This is complicated by DJ practice because of the difficulty of 
identifying to what extent notions of 'voice' are bound up in DJ or composer. Perhaps on 
one level DJs enable a realisation of Foucault's anonymous literary utopia where texts: 
'would be put at the disposal of everyone and would develop without passing through 
something like a necessary or constraining figure' [Foucault 1988: 209], although on 
another level of course, they refute it. DJs could be constructed through a sort of third 
person narrative, assuming physical ownership and displacing the listener as the body that
24 Live Techno/Dance acts can by usefully defined here as replicating the formal and aesthetic priorities of  
repetitive beats. They generally use computers, samplers, sequencers and synthesisers rather than a 
'band' arrangement which would be complimented by these tools but orientated around vocalists and 
other traditionally 'live' elements. High profile examples are: Orbital, The Chemical Brothers and Eat 
Static.
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steps into the vacuum left by the disappearance and dislocation of the author/producer. 
DJing is a synergy of mediated (records) and immediate (arranging them) practices, 
which places DJs within a field of authorship, but as intermediaries between production 
and reception. Barthes maintains that: 'a text's unity lies not in its origin, but in its 
destination' [Barthes 1988: 171]. Music becomes meaningful through the terms of the 
listener, but this process is subject to mediation by the DJ.
Futurism, Technology and the Body
So-called 'high' technologies such as computers and synthesisers (as perceivably less 
expressive and intuitively played instruments than violins or guitars) are attributed a less 
physical relationship with the body.^  ^Sounds and timbres that are disconnected from an
25 It is important to understand that technology can be understood as a continuum. Gilbert and Pearson 
designate an 'index o f visibility' to technologies o f musical production (which envelops musical 
instruments, computers, samplers etc) to describe the way in which technologies are ascribed various 
degrees o f authenticity. They give the example o f rock's elevation o f guitars and drums as: 'invisible as 
technologies -  they are more "real" or "natural", absorbed wholly by those that play them as expressive 
extensions o f the performing body' [Gilbert and Pearson 1998: 112]. (There are notable such as Rick 
Wakeman who is recognised for his distinctly 'musical' and even virtuosic synthesiser performances). 
Although this deals primarily with uncovering the values attributed to technologies, it also touches upon 
modes o f expressivity, introducing 'visibility' as another dimension o f what I see as the composer's
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acoustically understood source and have no embodied author figure presiding over them 
are more difficult to understand as having being fully conceived and created by an 
'author' or composer. Having discussed this in terms of the listener 'embodying' the music 
through dance, the physical experience of sound is anchored by the conspicuous use of 
technology in composition. In other words, techno can be defined (not merely 
characterised) more by the machines that are used to create it than the people who operate 
(or 'play') them. Early techno pioneers in Detroit invested in this notion of technological 
presence, but rather than displacing the human author they infused their music and 
discourse with futuristic post-human imagery, integrating themselves with the 
technology^^.
Early techno took European synthesiser pop acts as one of its main points of 
musical reference. Most significant of these were Kraftwork who had constructed part 
human, part robot stage personae for themselves. Original notions of robotic futurism 
have been infused with different connotations as techno evolved and adapted to new 
audiences and environments. Post-human identity and 'computer presence' affect the 
status of the author while at the same time serving as a metonym, substituting techno with 
'technology'. Rather than considering this as 'technologising humans', an alternative 
interpretation would be 'humanising technology' which aligns 'high technology' means of 
creating and performing music, with more traditional instruments (which are still 
technologies) and musicianship. This approach also undermines the image of lone (male) 
author-genius surrounded by technological detritus as presiding master over his work.
dislocation from his or her compositions.
26 Influences were drawn from film and literature such as Blade Runner, Alvin Toffler's The Third Wave 
and Fritz Lang's Metropolis.
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In 1967 Detroit was the scene of terrible rioting in the wake of the decline in its 
manufacturing industries. One effect of this was the so-called 'white flight' to the suburbs 
leaving inner city residential areas poor, derelict and almost entirely black. Paul Gilroy 
suggested that futurism in techno was a vehicle for escape from the effects of racial 
inequality; he writes that “the answer to them was presented as flight, not back to the 
African motherland, for that was too tainted by Americanism, but into space” [Collin 
1997: 23]. Donna Haraway proposes a model of half human/half technology as she 
borrows from science fiction to resolve what she sees as unhelpful essentialism in 
feminist theory. In her 1985 essay 'A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and 
Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century' she describes the cyborg as 'a 
cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and organism, a creature of social reality as 
well as a creature of fiction' [Haraway 1991: 149]. The idea that an integrated 
machine/organism is used as a means of transcending marginalisation, binds Paul Gilroy's 
escapist viewpoint with an enactment of Haraway's call for people to become 'chimeras'. 
Rather than purely a 'flight [...] into space' the science fiction imagery of techno 
additionally combines a manufacturing heritage displaced by robots, with Europhile 
fantasies of elegance and sophistication. Haraway’s viewpoint in the mid 1980s was that 
new technology was in the process of displacing the labour needed to operate and 
administrate vast production lines. She writes:
'our best machines are made of sunshine; they are all light and clean because they are 
nothing but signals [...] a matter of immense human pain in Detroit and Singapore.' 
[Haraway 1991: 153].
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The silicon chip made sampling and synthesiser technology newly available to producers. 
It supplied the means to a musical expression, which both lamented the decline of heavy 
industry and embraced the possibilities presented by microchip technology.
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Chapter Seven: Critique and Reflection in Post-Dance Music and Electronica
Integral to my compositional work, as a means of unpicking the values that underpin 
dance music and rave culture, has been a deconstructive approach to electronic dance 
music. The purpose of this chapter is to explore some of the ways in which meaning is 
altered by undermining accepted functions of particular musical elements. It also 
considers the value of critiquing the formal qualities and values of music for dancing. 
Two questions are of particular relevance: How does critique help define the status of 
post-dance electronic music? And, does it actually further complicate the issue of 
'intelligent dance music' by elevating compositional practice over simply creating music 
for rapturous dancing? I will examine some of these issues by looking at the different 
views of theorists and commentators, and go on relate them to how the experience of 
electronica can be interpreted as a product of dance music and culture.
Deconstructing the Language of Techno
Techno and repetitive beats use certain musical conventions to shape sound into the 
rhythmic style that gives it a characteristically dance-orientated feel. Repetitious beats, 
bass and rhythmic figures are sewn together and interwoven to form textures that are 
punctuated by breaks and resumption of the groove. Sounds (which can be drawn 
arbitrarily from anywhere in the form of synthesiser patches and samples)^^ establish 
forms of congruence through these specific treatments, out of which, where musical 
language meets the social experience, function and meaning flow. One of ways in which
27 The sounds used are perhaps the feature that most clearly defines sub-genres within dance music from 
one another, although differing approaches to rhythm also play a central role.
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post-dance music subverts this function is to unmask the rhetoric that maintains and 
regulates meaning and affect in dance music.
One way of questioning this rhetoric is to loosen the regimentation of rhythmic 
material that is tied to the pulse or 'tactus' [Butler 2006: 95]. Producing dance music 
generally involves 'quantising' sound events by tying them to precise snap points in the 
bar. Unlocking sounds from these snap points in my compositions has proved to be an 
interesting way of examining repetitive beats' dependence on rhythmic precision for it to 
function as 'dance' music. Rhythmic precision is significant as it has been integral to 
compositional practice within techno since its birth in the mid 1980s?^ Detroit producer 
Carl Craig illustrated this point when he described the influential forerunners of Techno, 
Kraftwerk by saying: 'they were so stiff they were fiinky' [Blashill 2002: par2]. His point 
was that the rhythmic precision of their music, coupled with Kraftwerk's dry performance 
style was appealing (certainly in Detroit in the mid 1980s) to dance to, mix and be 
associated vdth. Their music and personae also appealed to the black-Detroit construction 
of European chic discussed in chapter two. Ethnomusicologist Kai Fikentscher discusses 
the liberating affects of precisely controlled grooves in the context of the dance floor: 'It 
represents the stable order, the structure against which individual freedom can be 
asserted' [Sylvin 2005: 20]. I would interpret Sylvin's observation by assuming 'stability' 
is provided by grounding the music with a strong pulse beat. He is suggesting that those 
who choose to dance can be expressive because they know that the tempo and metre will 
remain the same, they will not be compelled to adjust the way they are dancing because 
of a rallentando or change in time signature. The consistency means that people can elect 
to dance vigorously or perhaps just sway. Although it may be logical to think that
28 It also relates to the rave experience, as will be discussed later in this chapter.
74
metronomic music with no foreseeable end might invoke obedience (particularly 
considering the machine-like, robotic overtones of techno), its predictability or 'stability' 
could enhance the scope for self-expression on the dance floor.
Techno capitalised on the metronomic potential of Kraftwerk's music, opening up 
rhythmic possibilities by taking an innovative approach to syncopation and groove. But 
exactitude is upheld by the dictates of the dance floor and it is difficult for listeners to 
readjust to imperfection. A deconstructive approach confronts the preference for 
precision, encouraging a sort of rhythmic disobedience. However, allowing more 
rhythmic freedom could affect a departure from dance music's connection with 
movement and the body by releasing the grip on the rhythm that defines 'funk'. The term 
'funk' in this context refers to a quality in the music that encourages head-nodding and 
dancing. Creating a sense of funk in dance music is often about sustaining a groove in 
which the rhythm inspires movement and dancing. Ben Neill proposes that before the 
innovations of minimalism, much 20th century art music focussed on 'an evolution 
towards more and more harmonic, melodic and rhythmic complexity' [Neill 2004: 387]. 
His argument is that high-art computer music can often be defined by its bias against 4/4 
rhythmic patterns. John King (a former curator of The Kitchen^^) describes this as: 'the 
fear of the funk' [Neill 2004: 387]. By extension, the problem of moving away from 'stiff 
quantized rhythmic treatment is that of diminishing groove based music's dance-fimction 
and its broader appeal. It is hard to find examples in functional techno that demonstrate 
how less strictly quantized rhythmic material can still be 'funky', but Ken lishi's track 
'Frame Out' on Jellytones gets somewhere close [Ishii 1995]. The lack of examples could
29 The Kitchen is an exhibition space in New York City which describes itself as a: “Centre for video, 
music, dance, performance, film and literature” www.thekitchen.org
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be due to unwillingness amongst producers to take creative risks with dance floor 
orientated music, where rhythm and beat hold the audiences attention. Perhaps it is 
simply the case that listeners and dancers have come to depend on quantised rhythms to 
maintain groove and 'funk' in electronic music. Whereas other parts of the musical 
experience can be enriched by grain and imperfection^^, perhaps rhythm and beat need to 
remain constant and this is what Kai Fikentscher means when he talks about 'the stable 
order' in rhythmically repetitive dance music.
Questioning High-Art Verses Low-Art Distinctions
In his article “Breakthrough Beats”, Ben Neill describes a performance by Squarepusher 
at the 2001 Coachella pop music festival in California, citing it as comparable to: “any 
art-music composer's sonic palette”. He suggests that this was an example of how art- 
music had made its way into the popular domain. The key point is that within an 
'experimental' context Squarepusher incorporates 'rhythmic materials that make 
references to, but do not fit within, specific pre-existing dance music genres' [Neill 2004: 
389-390]. Neill believes that Squarepusher and contemporaries differ from high-art 
computer music as they can cross the boundary between popular and avant-garde because 
of their conscious engagement with dance music. This also provides a safe framework for 
referencing musical material that keeps it out of the popular domain. Neill describes 
music that does not invest in this process:
Noise and distortion effects are frequently employed across many genres of dance music, a vogue for 
detuned synthesiser sounds also illustrates the appeal o f imperfection in some musical elements. Vitalic 
clearly exemplifies this technique in his LP 'OK Cowboy' [Vitalic 2005].
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'High-art computer music that has not been directly influenced by minimalism and 
postmodernism remains elitist and disconnected from the larger cultural sphere, rendering 
it ineffectual as a 21®^ century art form.' [Neill 2004: 390]
It can certainly be said that artists such as Squarepusher, Aphex Twin, Black Dog and the 
like owe, in part, the musico-cultural space they inhabit to the legacy of dance music. It is 
a coup for the refusal of distinctions between high-art and popular culture that audiences 
have shown an interest in pursuing the evolution of repetitive beats into something that, at 
times, sounds far more like experimental electronic music.
Dance music also helped establish the physical space in which such artists 
perform. They share stages and booths used by DJs to play at clubs, venues, dance events 
and festivals to essentially electronic dance-orientated audiences. The enthusiasm 
(although perhaps not the energy) that pervades dance tents seems to be maintained when 
acts such as Aphex Twin and Squarepusher change the tone from groove and repetition to 
more disjointed, complex rhythms and textures.
Criticising Electronica
Author and commentator Simon Reynolds' main concerns about electronica is that the 
sense of collectivity is weakened as the unifying properties of repetitive beats diminishes. 
He suggests that audiences now consist of connoisseurs rather than an enraptured mass, 
symbolising a shift from collective back to individual modes of reception [Reynolds 
1998: 399]. Have the socially liberating effects of the rave (through Hillegonda Rietveld's 
'identity loss') [Rietveld 1998: 265] receded with a musical aesthetic occupied with
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referencing and deconstructing rather than perpetuating the groove? Reynolds believes 
that rave's unity cannot be achieved without an unquestioned and unchallenged dance 
aesthetic. To put it another way, music that does question that function can only simulate 
the unifying properties of dance music because it references rather than replicates the 
rhythm, beat and bass that binds participants in the experience of rave.
After the Structuralism of Rave
Electronica has negotiated terms for occupying space that was created by functional 
dance music despite operating outside the grid that designates tactus and funk. 
Electronica's resemblance offers itself for comment on certain measures that have 
emerged in the drug/dance music synergy. Rave appropriates space and time to create 
conditions for collective jouissance with its resultant démocratisation and political 
disconnection. From the void has arisen a 'structure' to allow participants to regulate the 
experience with the security of regular rhythms and repetitive beats. It could be said that 
in rave's implicit disconnection from mechanisms of control, the absolutism of digitally 
controlled rhythm is a substitutive manifestation of power and control. Perhaps this is not 
with any sinister intent or motive but nonetheless redolent of the prophetic imagery that 
informed early techno and Theodore Adorno's criticism of popular music:
'the standardized meter of dance music and of marching suggests the coordinated 
battalions of a mechanical collectivity, obedience to this rhythm by overcoming the 
responding individuals leads them to conceive of themselves as agglutinized with the 
untold millions of the meek who must be similarly overcome.' [Adorno 2005: par39]
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Electronica cannot be easily bracketed with functional dance music when discussing the 
totalizing effect of dance music and its role within rave. Its pluralism and lack of 
compulsion to adhere to repetitive beats (that can be mixed for the dance floor) means 
that electronica does not necessarily fit this model of collective disconnection. However, 
it cannot escape criticism along the lines of its more limited appeal. Although 
Squarepusher’s popularity astounds Ben Neill, electronica's appeal is limited to a 
narrower demographic than house music for example. Gilbert and Pearson voice their 
concerns about it being 'music to listen to, music to sit still to, electronic avant-garde 
music by and for (although not exclusively) white middle class men' [Gilbert and Pearson 
1998: 76]. Does this preclude electronica from any conversation about the body politics 
of dance music and its catalytic properties of disengagement? It certainly draws on the 
musical qualities that operate in house and techno to bring out the material qualities of 
sound, but it does fall short of maintaining rave's social cohesion and unity. Electronica 
cannot hope to sustain the moment of singularity that participants experience/d on the 
dance floor as the returning epiphany where distinctions and divisions of gender, class 
and ethnicity loosen.
Although it can be accused of not perpetuating this, neither can it be blamed for 
its demise. Dance music's divergent strains quickly found their way back into social, 
ethnic and (to an extent) gender divisions as they formed their own identities^ \  This is 
not to say that there is no mobility between them and this includes electronica and post-
For example drum'n'bass (despite being appreciated by a broad demographic) took on a distinctly 'black' 
identity in the UK. Many of its leading exponents; DJs, producers and promoters were black and it grew 
into a scene that was associated with a social and ethnic origin rather than as a musical product o f  rave' 
and its supposed social neutrality.
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dance music. As Gilbert and Pearson consistently point out, dance music's real value is in 
its ability to dislodge the discourse that validates/invalidates the experience of music. If 
electronica is guilty, it is in the deliberate and self-conscious engagement with this 
process through its explorations of the function of rhythm and materiality. This cannot be 
achieved without to some extent stepping outside the 'stable order'. Indictments of 
individualism and intellectualism can be justified, as the experience is not framed by the 
sociality of regular beats and textures that give structure to rave. Electronica cannot 
provide, and arguably is not built for the framework for genderless, classless jouissance 
even though it may reference its memory.
The Sociality of Electronica
Engagement and disengagement amongst participants is something that is discussed by 
Sarah Thornton in her exploration of club cultures. I would like to re-examine this as a 
debate about whether engagement can be defined by reflective or immersive listening, 
rather than cultural authenticity. Participants are 'immersed' in the experience of rave 
whereas post-dance music encourages more considered, reflective listening. Electronica 
bypasses notions of elitism based on engagement and involvement codified by Thornton 
as 'subcultural capital' (as discussed in Chapter 4, Space, Subculture and Rite o f Passage) 
[Thornton 1995: 11-13]. To engage with electronica could be to disconnect oneself from 
the collectivity of repetitive beats and mould the experience according to its difference. In 
this context, elitism seems to be a phenomenon less obviously associated with social 
hierarchy and more to do with artistic difference. A similar social process of belonging 
and alterity may well operate but it is less clearly defined by cultural practice, relating
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instead to discriminate (and self engaged) musical taste/^ Artists who have perhaps had 
the most success in critiquing dance music have come from within the genre itself. Jeff 
Mills and Richie Hawtin have been producing techno for some time, which unravels 
meaning and effect without too much recourse to notions of 'intelligent' dance music. 
Cleverly conceived DJ performances by artists like Soulwax (otherwise know as 2 Many 
DJs) continue to undermine distinctions between mainstream pop and underground dance 
sounds by integrating them in a more broadly appealing way. These examples 
demonstrate that Electronica does not have the monopoly on cleverness or intellectuality 
in electronic or groove-based musics.
In the final section I will be examining how electronica departs from the totalizing 
experience of rave and to what extent it has re-entered the power dynamics of 
metaphysical discourse.
32 Whereas functional dance music is likely to be defined intuitively in terms o f whether it ’works' and to 
what extent participants can immerse themselves in, rather than reflect on the experience.
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Chapter Eight: Post-Dance Music, Organisation of Sound and the Politics of
absence
This section will look in more detail at the changing status of sound and its cultural 
resonance in the context of post-rave musics and their political reception. I will be 
revisiting some of the key discourses that have already been touched on in the course of 
placing dance music within a theoretical framework. Gilbert and Pearson's 
'Discographies' and Donna Haraway's 'The Cyborg' have, to varying degrees informed the 
discussion so far [Gilbert and Pearson 1999; Harrawayl991]. I would also like to 
consider Hakim Bey's 'Temporary Autonomous Zone' [Bey 1985]. All three provide 
insight into different dimensions of the themes of power, control and the reception of 
sound in the context of its reorganisation from dance music to electronica. These texts 
along with the work of others such as Sadie Plant and Jean-François Lyotard serve as 
points of reference from which the sociality of manifestly artificial and 'synthetic' 
sounding music can be closely examined.
The Temporary Autonomous Zone
Much work has been done on rave as a site of political comment, most frequently by 
analysing what is not said and represented rather than what is. Rave is held to encapsulate 
a spirit of disappearance, which has been interpreted by some as an extension of leisure 
pursuits (see for example the work of Antonio Melechi) in which rave is seen as a kind of 
internal tourism [Melechi 2002]. Others see this disappearance as overtly politicised and 
a means of demonstrating a collectivised sense of discontent and disquiet (the free party 
in some instances became entangled with direct action politics) [Malyon 1998]. Further
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reading uncovers mixtures of the two where escapism is cited as the motivation for 
conspicuously opting out. Whatever the motive, temporary disengagement seems to be 
the objective of rave participants. The experience is held by some to disengage 
participants not only from social and political structures, but also from identity and its 
formation through socio-cultural constructions of gender, sexuality, class and race. 
Theorists such as Drew Hemmet and Gilbert and Pearson took this more Deleuzian 
approach to the effects of rave.^  ^ [Hemmet 1998; Gilbert and Pearson 1998] They suggest 
that the uncoupling of self and individuality with its assumptions and expectations was 
the most significant effect of the rave era, as it was a mechanism by which people could 
experiment with realising the potential that is culturally locked within them and their 
bodies. An altogether less theoretical approach is to view rave as an opportunity to say 
something by conspicuously saying nothing (i.e. by effecting mass disappearances). 
Although 'disappearing' was a significant statement, it has undoubtedly become less 
relevant as events take place in increasingly commercialised and licensed cultural spaces. 
Hakim Bey’s work can be understood as analogous to the disappearance or 'opting out' 
that is cormected to rave. He describes “the socio-political tactic of creating temporary 
spaces that elude formal structures of control” in the third part of his essay “T.A.Z: The 
Temporary Autonomous Zone, Ontological Anarchy and Poetic Terrorism” [Bey 1985]. 
Bey's ideological foundation is that by concentrating on the present, one is able to 
transcend diachronic controlling mechanisms. He cites historical examples of transient 
communities that fit his template, the central tenet being that they are temporary. His 
argument is that any sense of permanence enables the foundations of hierarchical power
This is in the tradition o f Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari's 'body without organs' in which they suggest 
that each body has its own set o f unconscious traits. They call for a realisation o f the vast potential o f  
movements and affects that the body has not yet experienced [Deleuze and Guattari 1980].
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structures to emerge, stifling individual creativity, which he sees as the essence of 
empowerment/"^
One of rave's core objectives was to stave off the future, and in this sense it has 
been misaligned with Bey's ideological construct of the temporary autonomous zone. In 
its infancy rave represented a space where individual identity loss conjoined with 
collective disappearance as a means of visibly opting out of endorsed leisure pursuits. 
The word 'rave' has latterly come to describe a specific era (1988-89), since which the 
social and cultural phenomena described with terms like 'identity loss' and 'collective 
disappearance', have gradually become less significant as dance culture expanded and 
diversified. As previously discussed, Sarah Thornton sees the latent dance music scene as 
stratified with clearly defined hierarchies. Movers within the scene accrue what she 
describes as 'subcultural capital' according to the nature of their association [Thornton 
1995]. Although this is not a symptom of the rave per se (and particularly not the free 
party) it does, however, represent its evolution into something with power structures that 
fall in line with Bey's formula.
It is easier to connect Hakim Bey's writing to the free party, where the absence of 
commercial motive is more strongly emphasised and where only peripheral associations 
with protest or political resistance exist. From this perspective the free party can be seen 
as an enactment of a quasi-temporary autonomous zone. It functions as a transient space 
where social relations are formed without recourse to established social and political 
mechanisms of control. However, the agent of this is a structure that operates as a
In his construction of the 'T.A.Z', Bey asserts that art could not be commoditised, it would instead 
"happen for the sheer sense o f creative play" [Bey 1985: par98]. Individual creativity (through non­
commoditised artistic expression) is an idealistic metaphor for the individual eluding cultural and 
political structures that locate them as part of a hierarchy.
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framework for an experience determined by music/drug technologies, involving rituals 
that reinforce the principle of collectivised hedonism above that of individual identity.
Challenging the Stability of Rave
Dance music's metrically precise beats and grooves could be seen as representing the 
'stable order against which individual freedom can be asserted' [Sylvan 2005: 20]. On the 
other hand, repetitive beats could be conceived of as a dictatorial musical form, which 
underpin a particularly structured social experience; Following this logic, the notion of 
disappearance (or perhaps liminality) is conditional on submitting to a temporary but all- 
encompassing alternative existence, which ironically is very clearly structured. Every 
element of the experience is calculated to absorb the participant in the here and now of 
collective jouissance. If one considers the perspective that participants are willingly de- 
subjectifred by the experience, there is an argument that the immersive effects of rave do 
not in any way embrace the future. Despite techno's aesthetic futurism, the cultural and 
social practices that surround it are more about engaging with the present. DJs mix a 
continuous flow of records never allowing one to end, creating the impression that the 
music could go on indefinitely. It is often difficult for the audience to surmise what point 
they are at in the DJ set (or even whether the DJ has been replaced), which conveys the 
significance of the present moment, or extending the present moment with cycles of 
climaxes and breaks.
Electronica frequently draws on rhythmic and textural characteristics of dance 
musics but excludes itself from the formal possibilities of the DJ set. Snapping out of a 
formula of repetitive grooves and similar tempos, unlocks the beat from its suspension in
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time, frequently enabling (for better or worse) a more clearly defined narrative to seep 
into the cracks. In this context, electronica's more expansive approach to form 
undermines rave's capacity (to an extent) to give the impression of timelessness, at least 
obscure the notion that the experience might come to an end. Post-dance music is not so 
much concerned with creating conditions for engaging in social rituals that are about 
becoming absorbed 'in the moment'. Its appropriation of dance music's aesthetic raises 
questions about its own social location, in particular, the emphasis on consciously 
'artistic' (avant-gardist) motives rather than the sociality of its predecessor. If consciously 
avant-garde values can be identified in electronica, it would be difficult to argue that 
dance music culture's ideological 'neutralisation' (between different social groups and 
genders) can be sustained in this strain of 'post'-dance.
The Cyborg
Donna Haraway draws on the value of technology when she talks about 'the cyborg' as a 
means of levelling otherness. Her construction of the cyborg is an extraction of machine 
and human, which is disconnected from the imbalance of gender and a 'history of 
sexuality'.
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'The cyborg is a creature in a post-gender world; it has no truck with bisexuality, pre- 
oedipal symbiosis, unalienated labour, or other seductions to organic wholeness through a 
final appropriation of all the powers of the parts into a higher unity. In a sense, the cyborg 
has no origin story in the Western sense...' [Haraway 1991: 150]
Haraway renegotiates the borders of gender, detaching it firom essential human 
organicism as well as social history. This is analogous not only to the spirit of rave 
(dissolution of individual identity) but also to notions of futurism and integration with 
machines that have been entrenched within electronic dance music since Kraftwerk. In 
contrast to Jean-François Lyotard's misgivings about technology's role in foreclosing the 
'openness' of the future, Haraway's abstraction emphasises the equability of machines.
In 1979 Lyotard expressed concerns about what he saw as the unilateral nature of 
messages as algorithms, eliminating the inquiry and interpretation of human agency, and 
consequently reducible to a metanarrative:
'A cybernetic machine does indeed run on information, but the goals programmed into it, 
for example, originate in prescriptive and evaluative statements it has no way to correct in 
the course of its functioning - for example, maximising its own performance, how can 
one guarantee that performance maximisation is the best goal for the social system in 
every case.' [Lyotard 1979: par46]
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It would have been difficult at the time of writing this (1979) for Lyotard to predict the 
plurality of digital technology in the twenty-first century. Interactivity on all user levels 
continually obscures the definition of the borders between human subject and computer 
processor. To this end, futurism as it is recoded firom techno to post-dance music 
(celebrating the fluidity of distinctions between wo/man and machine), can be tied into 
Haraway's project. However, a more forensic examination of the digital model uncovers a 
complex of metaphoric power structures that reside within the organisation of digital 
sound.
Communication and Digital Sound
In her exploration of media, communications and gender relations Sadie Plant identifies 
the telecoms revolution as undermining the way in which women function as a 'go- 
between' in patriarchal society. Men presuppose the position of 'nodal points' between 
which women operate: 'as the messengers, and even the messages themselves' [Plant 
Binary Sexes, Binary Codes'. par2].
'Although there is a sense in which the stark reductionism of binary code reinforces the 
binaries of the modem sexual economy, it also has quite contrary effects. The 
introduction of binary code introduces a plane of equivalence which undermines the very 
foundations of a world in which male and female have played the roles of superstmcture 
and material base.' [Plant, Binary Sexes, Binary Codes: par6]
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She talks about former structures of communication collapsing into 'rhizomatic networks' 
where the lines between nodal points become more significant than the points themselves. 
If we consider electronic music as a field of digital communication, there are a number of 
questions about how networks of communication operate within the production and 
reception of music. Deconstructing these networks could unveil a new perspective on 
what post-dance music means, and the extent to which it should seek validity through 
dance music. Are 'nodal points' for example, an effective way of illustrating the way 
music can be performed, disseminated and 'owned' by the composer? Perhaps the de­
emphasis of nodal points is a useful model through which to understand fluidity 
between layers of ownership in dance music and DJ practice.
On a metaphorical level. Plant identifies hierarchies that can be aligned with 
patriarchal values in western philosophical discourse about music. Electronic dance 
music largely shifts the focus fi*om melody and linear harmonic structure (with a clearly 
defined vertical hierarchy) to a texture that is more akin to Plant's 'rhizomatic networks'. 
Musical texture can be characterised by a horizontal flow of repetitive beats and grooves, 
fi*om which other musical lines branch off without forming an easily identifiable 
hierarchy of lead and accompaniment. My compositional work explores the extent to 
which post-dance music has inherited dance music's capacity to work to this structural 
formula, and whether a rhizomatic approach to form is still valid without dance music's 
functionalism. In other words, is this musical form still engaging without the inherent 
social function of dancing and dance music culture? Compositions like Steve Reich's 
'Drumming' [Reich 1987] or 'Six Pianos' [Reich 1973] (written in 1970 and 1973 
respectively) could be said to share similar 'rhizomatic' formal characteristics. However,
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electronica is poj/-dance and as such derives meaning from the same digital, synthetic 
sounds that were somehow 'decoded' by dance music in order for them to be arranged in 
such a compelling way. It may be useful to return to the idea that dance music emphasises 
the material parts of sound (bass and thumping attack envelopes) to bring out the 
physical experience of listening, which makes (some) people want to dance. Electronica's 
status is in question because that connection between the bodily experience of sound, and 
the drum machines, synthesisers and computers that created it, has been obscured by 
shifts in the music's social and artistic intention. Eric Clarke discusses our perception of 
sounds that are transformed or de-contextualised as being more sensitive to: 'detect(ing) 
the structure of the stimulus information (what might be called "purely sonorous" 
structures) by virtue of a disruption of the normal relationship of source specification' 
[Clarke 2005: 33]. Clarke goes on to explain that: 'when a person hears what a sound 
means (i.e. understands it in relation to its source), it becomes more difficult to detect the 
sound's distinctive features'. [Clarke 2005: 34]. On one level this is analogous to 
transferring sounds that were recognisable (and tacitly accepted) as performing a function 
in dance music, into a musical environment where the listener is now encouraged to re­
evaluate them and their distinctive characteristics. In this sense, post-dance is able to 
identify and critically review the sonic qualities of components that were enmeshed 
within the fabric of dance music. On another level, Eric Clarke's assertion is applicable to 
the discussion about the nature of electronic sound itself, the extent to which it is 
understood as a product of its source and what effect this has on listening and reception.
Post-dance music seizes the opportunities created by dance music to forge ideas 
out of electronic sound. If the very fabric of this sound is magnified, it is forged out of
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binary codes, series of zeros and ones. A micro-examination of electronic sound can 
reveal useful metaphors for interpreting dance and post-dance music. For example; could 
the unconcealed electronic nature of digitally conceived music represent a 'materiality' in 
sound that cannot be presented in music that consists of more traditional musical 
instruments that are higher up the 'index of visibility'? [Gilbert and Pearson 1999: 112].
Gilbert and Pearson use the example of 'live' drum'n'bass acts such as Represent and 
Metalheadz attempt to use drummers to recreate rhythms that were initially sequenced on 
computers:
'...ironically its materiality ebbs. Live drum'n'bass drumming becomes an organic 
approximation shored up by our prior knowledge of the rigorous syntax of formerly 
programmed beats'[Gilbert and Pearson 1999: 117]
Why should the conglomeration of electronic impulses invoke a more bodily response 
than instruments that are played in a more traditionally physical way, even if they both 
foreground the more 'material' experience of sound espoused by beats and bass-lines? 
One explanation discussed in Chapter Six {Authorship), is that participants step into the 
void left by the displacement of the author/composer's body by technology.
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The direct link between the body and electronic signals can be traced through 
cultural practice in house music. The term 'jacking' was used to describe a style of 
dancing in clubs in Chicago in the mid 1980s in which the torso was jerked backwards 
and forwards [Rietveld 2004]. It became associated with more mechanistic house records 
that spearheaded the machine music/dance dialogue. The perceived direct link between 
electronic sound and the body is illustrated here because jacking emerged as a move that 
went with strains of house that were characterised by synthetic, artificial soundworlds 
rather than lush strings and vocal samples.^^ Jacking seems to represent a conscious 
enactment of plugging the body directly into an electronic signal path. Although this in 
itself was a not an enduring term, it delineates something of the essence of rave: 
engagement with rhythm, post-human imagery and a physical dialogue between music 
and body normally excluded from more intellectualised modes of listening.
Materiality, Digitality and the Avant-Garde
I have proposed that rather than facilitating escape, fimctional dance music invites 
participants to respond in the way that Donna Haraway outlines; emulating the objectivity 
of machines by metaphorically integrating themselves into them, although in this case 
using music as an interface. Hillegonda Rietveld suggests that identity loss is the price 
paid for dance floor equality, but I would amend this to participants collectively forming 
an experience that is informed by the objectivity of machines rather than the subjectivity 
of the individual [Reitveld 1998: 265]. In other words, participants do not lose their 
identity, they construct it through the artificial nature of electronic sound. Music (and
Examples o f records that captured the essence o f this trend were Steve Hurley's 'Time to Jack' [Hurley 
1985] and E-CAÿ?'s 'Jack your Body' [E-Chip 1986].
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drug) technologies can be seen as a common denominator in which identity is levelled 
rather than lost. It is a curious contradiction that freedom is not so much sought through 
self expression, the liberating affects of rave result from integrating into a framework of 
rhythms, beats, square waves, zeros and ones. Participants use an overtly artificial 
soundworld and experience to maintain a sense of collectivised equability, not to become 
the same, but to dissolve power structures and expectations that are more prominent in 
other cultural and musical forms.
As previously discussed, electronic sound that is detached from the inclusive 
rhythmic and textural qualities of dance music, is in danger of losing its capacity to 
dissipate power structures as it could in the social environment of rave. The effect of not 
sustaining dance music's vitality is that the messengers (digital signals arranged into 
sound) become the message. As different modes of expression emerge, these messages 
can communicate a set of inscribed ideas that redefine the music's status. The idea that re- 
contextualising sounds can uncover their distinctive characteristics (as Eric Clarke 
proposed) means that its 'distinctiveness' can make it a discrete listening experience. This 
is particularly evident at the avant-garde end of electronica; it creates a synthetic 
environment into which participants retreat rather than collectively integrate themselves. 
Avant-gardist electronica symbolises a withdrawal into a domain of digital algorithms, 
committed to sounds for their own value rather than with recourse to groove and a social 
experience of sound. Avant-gardism in this context discreetly disconnects sound from the 
immanence and rhythmic compulsion of functional dance music. This has the effect of 
recoding sound for the preserve of a small number of discriminate listeners.
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The term digitality can be suggested to describe this phenomenon, and understood 
as a modification of the materiality that characterises techno and groove based electronic 
music. The digitality of electronica describes its obfuscation of dance music's function, 
and the resulting affective shift from immersive, collective and physical experiences 
towards more individualised modes of listening and experience. Rhythm and beat have 
binding properties that form the essential framework for dance and post-dance music's 
unifying and democratic qualities. If electronic sound is encoded by more exclusive 
compositional practice to once more become music for discerning individuals, the 
exciting possibilities seem to reside at the point of production rather than reception. There 
is certainly a place for so-called experimental music in developing our musical language. 
Experimental and avant-garde practice has informed and enriched the work of composers 
across the spectrum of academic and popular music, and those that refuse these 
distinctions. Various levels of engagement and disengagement with processes of 
production (authorship) and reception of dance music, have revealed an entire spectrum 
of value judgements. The music's cultural and artistic status seems to be incredibly fluid. 
Simon Reynolds may view Squarepusher as being 'divorced from the context' of dance 
music, [Reynolds 1998: 400] whereas Ben Neill marvels at his (Squarepusher's) ability to 
cross the boundary between dance music and the avant-garde. [Neill 2004: 389]
In a postmodern, post-authorial world, meaning is constructed at the point of 
reception. The minutiae of data have to find their way into a domain of waveforms, wires 
and magnets where sound is processed and placed within the experience of individuals 
and groups. For some, the experience involves following the signal path back down to the 
smallest units of electrical current, forming discerning, critical responses and placing less
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significance on music's social and communal qualities. For others, rave and electronica 
are part of a cultural discourse aimed at developing coping strategies for existence, from 
the Temporary Autonomous Zone as a philosophy that encourages social 'disappearance', 
to Donna Haraway's invitation to embrace the future. Dance and post-dance music 
presents a transparent continuum of cultural and technological approaches of adapting to 
change.
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Conclusion: My Compositions
My research project has essentially been into my own creative practise, and what it means 
to be writing music of this nature in the wake of such a significant musical and cultural 
phenomenon. Electronica (unlike dance music) has not been clearly broken down into 
categories or genres, possibly because there are so many diverging approaches to re- 
contextualising the beats, timbres and idioms of dance music. Some terms have emerged 
to describe electronica (such as Glitch, Sinecore and DSP), but these labels are difficult to 
define and largely reflect compositional techniques [Cascone 2004a: 392]. It is not easy 
to draw conclusions about musical meaning and intention because of the breadth and 
plurality of compositional approaches to post-dance floor music. I can only outline my 
own compositional strategies in terms of what I hoped to explore throughout my 
portfolio.
My compositions have been primarily informed by my listening history and developed 
through some of the discourses discussed in this thesis. I took up the drum kit and 
percussion as a teenager and became interested in groove, beat and the musical 
expressivity of drums. It is an important to note that my interest in dance music stemmed 
from this rather than any particular cultural or social involvement. I sought out records
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and mix tapes without having much knowledge or interest in dancing or rave. I found the 
combination of beats, rhythm synthesisers and unidentifiable metallic and non-pitched 
sounds extraordinarily compelling.
I have had a long interest in the effect of musical sounds that are difficult to 
identify and connect to their source. Techno certainly has its own 'instrumentation', 
particular drum machines (most notably the Roland TR 909) and synthesizers have 
become defining characteristics of dance music.^^ But characteristically 'dance music' 
sounds that cannot be recognised as synthesizer or drum machine patches, can have an 
overarching sense of continuity as a result of the processes and effects vrith which they 
are treated. Arbitrary collections of samples can sound like they are from the same 
'family' because they are subject to a particular method of production. Overdriven 
distortion, sidechain compression, low-pass filtering or a muddy reverb can create distinct 
sounds and textures that have become associated with particular strains of dance music. 
Whilst writing this portfolio I lifted these techniques and established them in different 
musical contexts that were not necessarily repetitive or underpirmed by a drumbeat. This 
was an interesting exercise because as a composer it was not my intention to make music 
that sounded mis-matched or 'wrong', instead I wanted to challenge musical expectations.
The production process defines recorded sound, and dance music and electronica 
are obviously not unique in exploiting effects and processes to define their 'sound'. I 
frequently found that the original sound I had selected became irrelevant other than its 
most basic envelope qualities, because the crucial part of giving it colour and fitting it
Genres have emerged out of a preference for certain sounds, or even individual patches produced by 
particular synthesizers. As previously mentioned, acid house developed from repetitive sequences on 
the Roland TB 303, the 'hoover' sound that was fashionable in hard house records was derived from 
Roland's Alpha Juno series o f synthesizers.
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into the structure of the piece was in putting it through effects and processors. This raises 
questions about the relationship between production and composition. My strategy 
throughout this portfolio has been to accept them as enmeshed within each other. I did 
not generally make creative decisions in two phases i.e. laying down individual lines and 
then treating effects and processors as a means of'finishing' them and creating a mix. My 
approach was to balance the 'mix' as I went along by selecting or creating constituents to 
fit. Despite mostly working with stereo samples, creative spacialisation remained an 
important part of creating space in the mix. Mixing during writing encouraged me to 
think more carefully about integrating spacialisation effects into the pieces rather than 
panning parts in the final mix.
Throughout the portfolio I adopted a number of different methods of creating and 
organising ideas. When composing the Social Care Suite I mapped out clearly how I 
wanted the suite to progress, and each segment played a pre-determined role in that 
progression. This involved working slowly to generate and arrange material as I went 
along, realising specific ideas that I wanted to include and explore through the narrative 
of the suite. For other parts of the portfolio (the Final Suite for example) I adopted 
different working methods that I felt would drive the suite in an alternative direction. I 
had sessions in which I focussed on creating constituents from combinations of samples 
and found sounds, and arbitrarily generating audio and MIDI events. From these I built 
up banks of pre-made timbres from which I could select when constructing all the 
segments. I then concentrated on assembling these constituents in a separate session. 
Separating the process meant that I was interpreting my ideas rather than trying to
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specifically realise them, which proved an effective way of breathing fresh ideas into the 
piece. I worked on different segments or pieces (within suites) alongside each other as 
musical material is reprised and developed throughout suites. However, I chose to finish 
each suite entirely before moving onto the next.
Part of my project has been to look at the fixity of narrative. Repetition 
characterises techno, with progression taking the form of slight incremental changes to 
the fabric of the track. I used the Social Care Suite as an opportunity to dislodge the 
primary role and function of repetition. Recurring and developing thematic material sits 
'within a pre-determined structure that has a distinctly narrative feel. The Final Suite 
embodies similar notions of recurring thematic material but development is more fluid as 
each segment is designed to be interchangeable so the whole suite has no fixed beginning, 
middle or end. Similarly the Thatcher Suite consists of three independent movable 
segments but they are more aesthetically autonomous.
For the most part, melody per se has not played a conscious role in planning the 
construction of these pieces. As I moved through the process of sifting through and 
adapting textures, pitched material would offer itself incidentally when overtones 
emerged as a result of adding distortion, ring modulation or filtering. In some cases I built 
upon these, adding harmonic material to expand on what had initially emerged by chance. 
This is exemplified in the melodic treatment at the beginning of Referral One from the 
Social Care Suite. The harmonic material in Contact is possibly the only exception to 
this; I developed an intentionally harmonic progression through which I sought to place 
the emphasis of the piece on coherent pitched material, which can be heard in the cello 
lines.
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Finally, I would like to explore the main creative challenges that have arisen through this 
project. One of the problems I encountered was how to take drumbeats and patterns apart 
in a way that still maintained some sense of rhythmic 'groove'. In this context, 
abandoning regular time signatures required some faith and experimentation. I had 
skirted this in parts of the Social Care Suite but was keen to make it a central theme of 
the English Country Dances and the Final Suite. Arranging individual drum hits into an 
irregular rhythms was effective in the English Country Dances. However, it was time 
consuming and involved a great deal of trial and error, assembling large arrangements of 
individual samples before having an idea of whether they would sit well (subjectively) in 
the groove. In parts of the Final Suite I assembled pre-constructed rhythm tracks, electing 
to unevenly cut arid paste them rather than build beats and breaks from scratch. This was 
a more fluent (albeit less flexible) way of working. Ultimately I found that the most 
effective way of both breaking up beats but maintaining some rhythmic coherence, was to 
set a regular time signature and tempo, and allow the arrangement to deviate from, and 
re-converge on the original tempo and pulse. There is obviously no formula for 
successfully arranging broken/fragmented beats and rhythmic lines. Constructing them 
was process that involved rejecting a high proportion of the material that I generated. 
Listening back to the results, the pieces in which I invested time arranging irregular 
rhythmic material are still engaging in a way that I hope encourages listeners that there is 
scope for electronic music to be both compelling on the dance floor and an interesting 
listening experience.
1 0 0
Defining what my work is about has compelled me to examine and re-examine the 
music, culture and theory that surrounds electronic dance and post-dance music. The two 
key issues of 'status' and 'validity' have forced me to evaluate where my music has come 
from, and what it means. My compositions explore the notion that dance music and 
electronica encourage different and variously 'valid' listening experiences. The main 
challenge has been to avoid resolving perceived musical conflicts, rather than seeing 
them as creative opportunities. Part of my compositional project has been to unmask 
tensions between dance and post-dance music. However, there are differing opinions 
regarding what these are and where (even whether) they exist. Considering these as a 
composer has both developed and to an extent, limited my creative horizons by 
compelling me to constantly reassess where my borders of musical validity lie. The 
question is; having identified and assembled a whole range of ideas and opinions about 
post-dance music, how does the music I am composing fit with it all? In answering this I 
have had to remain distinctly aware that it cannot fit with it all, it has to occupy a position 
and therefore cannot purely observe the rest of the musical tradition from which it 
emerged. However, post-dance music does have a critical agenda, and rather than just 
commenting on dance music, I hope that my portfolio refutes theoretical divisions 
between reflective and immersive listening, or dancing and contemplating. I would also 
like to think that it invites listeners to form opinions about developing the creative 
possibilities of beat, groove, texture and rhythm that electronic dance music afforded.
1 0 1
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